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Abstract 
Refugees come from situations where they have faced significant adversity, both in 
their country of origin and en route to countries of safety. This adversity potentially 
undermines their wellbeing. In order to alleviate the distress associated with adversity, 
and to help refugees adapt to life in a new cultural context, host countries frequently 
provide services to arriving refugees. However, these services are not necessarily 
informed by evidence. Indeed, there is a paucity of research examining the processes 
that are involved in the wellbeing of people from refugee backgrounds. As a result, little 
is known about what host services help and what host services don’t help to sustain 
and/or promote refugee wellbeing across time. The present research was conducted with 
a qualitative approach to examine wellbeing amongst a group of refugees from Burma 
over the first five years of their resettlement in Australia. Individual interviews were 
conducted at three time points: Time 1 (within the first year of resettlement); Time 2 
(approx. 4 years into resettlement); and Time 3 (approx. 5 years into resettlement). 
During all three interviews, participants were asked to explore the influences that 
helped and hindered their wellbeing. During the third interview, participants were 
encouraged to share their view of the problems and priorities of refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was applied to the data 
collected at Time 1. Major themes extracted were: Hope, Distress and Isolation. IPA 
was again applied to the data collected at Time 2. Major themes extracted were: 
Surviving, Distress and Isolation. Thematic Analysis (TA) was applied to the data 
collected at Time 3. The major themes extracted were: Just Surviving and We Want 
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Change. Over the three time points, findings indicated that refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement was a complex, changing phenomenon influenced by relationality and 
context, and that wellbeing was hindered over long-term resettlement by contextual 
factors and policies established by the host country. The findings lead to a number of 
recommendations that are predicated on the assumption that the construction of refugee 
wellbeing cannot be considered as discrete from the context of resettlement.  
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A note about terminology 
Language is the medium of interaction through which we create and disseminate 
discourses. Discourses are systems of thought or groups of statements composed of 
ideas, attitudes, courses of action, beliefs, and practices that systematically construct 
subjects and the worlds of which they speak (Foucault, 1972). It is through discourse 
that realities are formed; that norms are produced, made factual and justified; and, that 
subjects are constrained and excluded by the objects who speak truth of them. Thus, the 
question arose early in this research as to how I, as a psychologist and researcher, would 
examine and critique psychological discourse on ‘the refugee’ without falling into the 
traps of: (1) writing too much about ‘them’ and too little about ‘us’; and (2) replacing a 
simplistic discourse and the power relations that are carried with it by yet another such 
discourse.   
In the course of completing this research, I did not find entirely satisfying 
answers to the aforementioned questions. As a result, this research will, to some extent, 
inevitably reproduce that which I seek to avoid. Thus, I would like to make a note here 
that when I use the terms refugee, refugeeness, and humanitarian migrant throughout 
this dissertation I do so in the interest of communicating information about a group of 
people who have fled their country and migrated to Australia under the humanitarian 
program. Though I use those terms as labels, I do not intend for the labels to reproduce 
the meanings (e.g., vulnerable, needy or traumatised) that are commonly associated 
with those terms. 
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Another important note to be made in this section relates to the way in which 
this dissertation is written. Traditionally, academic writing in psychology appears in the 
third person. This is because the use of third person supports a concise presentation of 
information. It is also because the use of third person creates distance between the 
researcher(s) and their research, thereby signalling that the researcher(s) has taken an 
objective approach to the subject matter. An objective approach is one that has 
historically been privileged in psychology and the other sciences. In contrast, the use of 
first person in academic writing has been discouraged, as it has been seen as potentially 
indicating to the reader that the researcher(s) has taken a limited, subjective approach to 
the issue under discussion. This has historically been seen as problematic for the 
collation of knowledge.   
In this dissertation, I choose to depart from traditional practices by writing in the 
first person. The reason for this departure is that I believe the use of first person will 
better acknowledge the nature of the research, my view of reality and truth, my research 
perspectives, and my values and assumptions. To illustrate, these features of the 
research are summarized in the following two paragraphs. The aim of the present 
research was to produce knowledge that could explain and interpret wellbeing (as 
compared with knowledge that generalises wellbeing or that predicts cause & effect). 
The research was qualitative in nature. This means that reality was seen as relative and 
multiple; that my values were considered inherent in all phases of the research process; 
and, that I was considered to be an active participant in the research, one who 
constructed a collaborative account of perceived reality with (rather than about) the 
participants. As a result, I did not attempt to distance myself from the participants in the 
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pursuit of objectivity. Rather, my intent, throughout the research, was to maintain a 
sense of critical reflexivity about how my assumptions, values and actions were 
influencing the participants and the production of knowledge.  
Assumptions refer to the expectations and beliefs that a researcher inevitably 
holds regarding the process of knowledge. Assumptions are informed by the ontological 
and epistemological perspectives (contextualism & critical realism in the present 
research), and by the theoretical perspective (interpretivism in the present research). 
The assumptions that I carried throughout the present research were as follows: 
1. Knowledge is not neutral. It reflects the power and social relationships within 
society. Good research is that which has transformative effects, and is therefore 
useful for empowering people and inspiring social change;  
2. All research is influenced by values; thus, researchers must acknowledge, 
legitimise and promote the importance of values in the development of 
knowledge; 
3. People about whom the research is conducted should be considered active 
agents, rather than objects of the research; 
4. Emphasis in the research should be on the participants’ lived experiences and on 
their subjective reality because these provide knowledge of the phenomenon in 
question; and, 
5. Multiple interpretations of reality may exist in parallel and evolve over time; 
therefore, knowledge of phenomena is best gained through a search for 
regularities (i.e., common experiences) and causal relationships over time. 
 
	  	  
1 
CHAPTER 1 
The research submitted in this dissertation represents the primary component of 
my PhD. In the introduction that follows, I provide an overview of the research. That 
overview includes a summary of the research problem, a justification of the present 
research project, and a demarcation of the scope of the research. Additionally, the 
introduction includes a chapter-by-chapter outline of how the present dissertation, 
which adopts a traditional thesis structure, is organised.  
Delineating the context and the research problem 
Research indicates that refugee status increases the risk that a person will 
develop psychological problems, including depression and posttraumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) (Birman & Tran, 2008; Fazel, Wheeler & Danesh, 2005; Nickerson, Bryant, 
Silove & Steel, 2011). This risk can be linked to both pre-migration and post-migration 
factors. For example, a recent meta-analysis revealed that cumulative exposure to 
potentially traumatic events during conflict and displacement (e.g., the loss of a loved 
one) strongly increases the risk for depression amongst resettling refugees, whilst the 
experience of torture strongly increases the risk for PTSD (Steel, Chey, Silove, 
Marnane, Bryant & van Ommeren, 2009). Likewise, another recent review revealed that 
challenges encountered during adjustment to a resettlement country (e.g., learning the 
host language, locating housing, establishing employment) are associated with an 
increased risk for anxiety and depression amongst resettling refugees (APS Public 
Service Team; Murray, Davidson, & Schweitzer, 2008).  
The existence of a link between refugee status and mental health problems 
means that the wellbeing of people migrating from situations of war, extreme 
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persecution, violence, abuse and extended periods living illegally in countries of 
asylum, or in refugee camps, must be a priority for the nations that host them. 
Currently, Australia offers refugees a variety of resettlement services upon arrival in the 
country, including The Humanitarian Settlement Services Program, which delivers 
individual therapy to refugees who have experienced psychological or psychosocial 
difficulties associated with prior experiences of torture and trauma (PASTT, 2013). This 
system is designed to provide refugees with protection, and with access to civil, 
political, economic, social and cultural rights equivalent to those enjoyed by Australian 
citizens, thereby supporting refugee wellbeing. 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has appraised 
Australia’s refugee resettlement service as one of the best programs in the world 
(ROCA, 2012; UNHCR, 2008). Nevertheless, in recent years, critics of Australia’s 
resettlement services have taken issue with Australia’s resettlement system, arguing that 
there are challenges and gaps in the services, and in the support, that the system 
provides (Olliff, 2007; RCOA, 2013a, 2013b; Russell et al., 2013; Spinks, 2008). 
Furthermore, a recent study of settlement outcomes (defined as the level of comfort 
living in Australia) revealed some concerning statistics relating to refugee wellbeing 
(DIAC, 2011). Specifically, the study revealed that five years into resettlement in 
Australia, refugees are likely to be unemployed, to experience unstable living 
conditions, to have limited English ability, and to experience lower levels of personal 
wellbeing (happiness, confidence & comfort), when compared with other migrants and 
members of the Australian population. These statistics are supported by a recent review 
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of wellbeing amongst refugees and asylum seekers, which reveals that refugees 
commonly experience mental health problems in Australia (APS Public Service Team).  
It appears that, despite the best intentions of many, the services being delivered 
in order to support the wellbeing of people who arrive as refugees in Australia may not 
actually be the best services that Australia can provide. This may be because Australia’s 
resettlement services are not informed by evidence of the long-term processes involved 
in wellbeing. A review of the literature reveals that refugee wellbeing is typically 
viewed as an internal event resulting from direct exposure to specific war-related events 
or from exposure to the adverse conditions of everyday life in a host country. Thus, 
treatments designed to promote coping with trauma and/or adaptation to stressful living 
conditions are seen as apposite and valuable approaches to the promotion of wellbeing. 
It is upon this viewpoint of refugee wellbeing, as an internal event related to pre-
migration trauma and post-migration adversity, that resettlement services such as 
Australia’s Humanitarian Settlement Services Program are typically founded.  
The individualistic, pre-migration trauma/post-migration adversity view of 
refugee wellbeing is based upon findings primarily gathered from cross-sectional, 
single-point in time investigations. This is controversial, for the reason that cross-
sectional investigations of wellbeing do not capture the process of wellbeing as it occurs 
over time. Therefore, such investigations do not tend to capture how contextual issues 
influence the individual-level phenomena (e.g., coping, adaptation) typically found to 
influence wellbeing. Nor do such cross-sectional studies tend to capture the transactions 
that take place between individuals and their environment in the production of 
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wellbeing over time. As a result of these limitations, cross-sectional investigations tend 
to offer a narrow view of wellbeing that overlooks its complexity.  
The delivery within Australia, and other host nations, of resettlement services 
that are not based on knowledge of the long-term process of refugee wellbeing is 
problematic. The lack of systematic longitudinal data, and the conceptual and 
definitional vagueness of refugee wellbeing, is a critical problem. The present research 
was thus undertaken with the aim of conducting a long-term analysis of refugee 
wellbeing in the context of resettlement. It was hoped that the knowledge of wellbeing 
that would emerge from this longitudinal study would lead to recommendations for 
resettlement services that might be more effective than those currently in place. 
Establishing the need for the present research  
While the psychological literature on refugee wellbeing in the context of 
resettlement is quite large, few publications comprise long-term investigations of 
wellbeing. Almost all of the existing research on refugee wellbeing tends to be cross-
sectional. Furthermore, the majority of existing investigations tend to focus only on the 
early or initial years of resettlement. Only a few of the existing studies into refugee 
wellbeing look at how people from refugee backgrounds fare over time in resettlement. 
Of the longitudinal studies that do exist, most tend to focus on exploring the progression 
of psychiatric symptomatology over time (e.g., Steele, Silove, Phan, & Bauman, 2002; 
Vaage, Thomsen, Silove, Wentzel-Larsen, Van Ta, & Hauff, 2010). In doing so, these 
studies offer a narrow understanding of wellbeing. While some of the existing 
longitudinal research on refugee wellbeing is qualitative, thereby giving voice to 
refugees themselves in constructing understandings of refugee wellbeing (e.g., 
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Valtonen, 2004), to my awareness there are no existing studies that directly enable 
participant input into the development of knowledge on refugee wellbeing. Nor are 
there any existing studies that offer direct participant input into developing practical 
implications of research findings.  
There is an obvious gap in knowledge, and therefore a need for, longitudinal, 
qualitative research in the area of refugee wellbeing that: (a) explores the process of 
refugee wellbeing over time; and, (b) highlights refugee voices by enabling participants 
themselves to be actively involved in producing knowledge. It is important that this gap 
be addressed. Longitudinal, qualitative investigation into refugee wellbeing may 
produce enhanced knowledge that articulates an understanding of refugee wellbeing as 
complex, multidimensional, and contextual (Birman, 2011). Consequently, such 
knowledge may inform host nations, including Australia, to design and deliver services 
that better meet the wellbeing needs of resettling refugees, when compared with those 
that are currently in place.  
Scope of the present research 
The present research commenced in 2008 with persons of diverse socio-ethnic 
and socio-political background. These persons arrived in Australia from Burma under 
the offshore Humanitarian Program (i.e., as refugees) and were recruited through a 
Brisbane resettlement support agency to take part in the research. The aim of the 
research was to describe the evolution of the lived experience of refugee wellbeing 
amongst those persons over the first five years of their resettlement in Brisbane, 
Australia. The research was guided by two questions: What is the evolution of the lived 
experience of refugee wellbeing over the first five years of resettlement in Australia? 
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And, what recommendations, particularly for psychological intervention, might be 
useful for promoting wellbeing during the first five years of resettlement?  
The present research rested on a phenomenological framework, with the 
experience of wellbeing as the subject of study. Participants were interviewed at three 
time points utilising a qualitative, semi-structured format. This enabled a contrast and 
comparison to be made between the influences on wellbeing: (a) early in resettlement 
(i.e., during the first year); (b) during approximately the fourth year of resettlement; 
and, (c) approximately five years into resettlement. The first two interviews were 
designed to gain a phenomenological understanding of refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement. Following both interviews, data in the form of interview transcripts was 
analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The third interview was 
designed to elicit participant feedback on the meaning and experience of refugee 
wellbeing, as it had emerged during first two data analyses and at the time of the third 
interview; to gain a phenomenological understanding of refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement; and to elicit participant recommendations for how refugee wellbeing could 
best be supported in resettlement. Following the third interview, data in the form of 
interview transcripts was analysed using Thematic Analysis (TA).  
The main strength of the present research lies in its ability to track the process of 
wellbeing in resettlement, thereby providing the first long-term narrative of Burmese 
refugee wellbeing in resettlement. Another strength of the research is that it highlights 
refugee voices by providing the opportunity for participants themselves to provide 
direct feedback on the research findings and on practical implications. Participants 
provided feedback on how they viewed the problems and priorities of refugee 
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wellbeing; on what changes they felt needed to be made to Australia’s existing refugee 
systems in order to promote refugee wellbeing; and, on how they viewed the role of 
psychologists in maintaining refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement.  
Unique contribution of the present research  
 What the present research found was that, beyond the existing view of refugee 
wellbeing, there exists a sensing, feeling, knowing, living organism that is connected to 
other people, to other places, to other cultures, to other contexts and to past identity, 
regardless of experiences of pre-migration trauma and post-migration living difficulties. 
The present research teaches us that refugee wellbeing is not a purely internal process, 
but rather a complex internal and external process occurring over many years, as a 
result of the recognition and maintenance of important life connections. Refugee 
wellbeing is a gift; one that that shifts and changes over time, depending on how readily 
one is able to achieve continuity and relationship with one’s previously known life, 
world and self. Thus, the present research indicates that Australia’s refugee services, 
and specifically psychological interventions, could benefit from very specific changes 
aimed at promoting the continuation of refugee lives in Australia, rather than providing 
for the treatment of trauma or the adaptation to adverse post-migratory conditions.   
Structure of the dissertation  
This dissertation comprises seven chapters. Chapter 1 provides an introduction 
to the present research. Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive review of the research 
literature pertaining to refugee wellbeing during resettlement. This review sets the focus 
for the study, and leads to the introduction of research aims and questions. Chapter 3 
provides an outline of the present research process. It begins with an outline of the 
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epistemological and theoretical perspectives informing the present research, and an 
outline of the research methodology and research methods. Specifically, Chapter 3 
summarises: (a) the type of knowledge that the present research aimed to produce (i.e., 
phenomenological); (b) the assumptions of the present research methodology (i.e., 
critical realism & contextualism); and, (c) the role of the researcher in the present 
research process (i.e., an active participant responsible for providing interpretation).  
Chapter 4 provides details of the research methods that were employed in the 
present research, including the methods that were used to identify and recruit 
participants, collect data, and analyse data. Specifically, Chapter 4 discusses the use of 
semi-structured interviews to collect data from participants, and the use of interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) and Thematic Analysis (TA) to analyse the transcripts 
arising from those interviews. Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 outline the research findings. 
Specifically, Chapter 5 presents themes capturing the lived experience of refugee 
wellbeing, as it emerged amongst participants over their first five years of resettlement 
in Australia. Chapter 6 presents individual participant narratives representing the 
evolution of wellbeing over the course of resettlement.  
Chapter 7 provides a discussion of the research findings and a conclusion of the 
present research. Specifically, Chapter 7 places the research findings in the context of 
previous research and also applies the research findings to answer the research 
questions. Furthermore, Chapter 7 concludes the research by utilizing the research 
findings to produce recommendations for resettlement services, in particular 
psychological intervention, with resettling refugees. Chapter 7 also discusses the unique 
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contribution of the research, the limitations of the present research, and future 
directions. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Literature Review 
This is a dissertation about refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement, 
which involves the reorganisation and rebuilding of one’s life after relocation to a new 
sociocultural context. Refugee wellbeing in this context is not a new area of research. 
Rather, refugee wellbeing is a topic that has captured the attention of scholars ever since 
the terms refugee and resettlement first arose out of the 1951 United Nations 
Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (UNCPRSR). In the sixty-
three years that have transpired since the introduction of those standardised terms, a 
wealth of literature has emerged on the wellbeing of refugees undergoing resettlement. 
This literature spans disciplines including social work, sociology, economics, law, 
anthropology, and psychology.  
Given the perceived vulnerabilities of people who migrate as refugees, it seems 
reasonable to wonder how resettlement societies might help to maintain or promote 
refugee wellbeing. Within the field of psychology, research has linked the impact of 
pre-migration trauma and post-migration living difficulties with refugee wellbeing 
(APS, 2011; Murray et al., 2008; Fazel, Wheeler, & Danesh, 2005). Investigations have 
revealed the prominent factors in refugee wellbeing to be: (a) the severity and amount 
of trauma that a refugee encounters prior to resettlement; (b) the ability of a refugee to 
cope with trauma; (c) a refugees’ approach to resettlement (in the acculturation 
literature this amounts to the individual’s strategy in intergroup encounters: 
assimilation, separation, marginalisation or integration); and (d) a refugees’ ability to 
adapt to the difficulties of life in resettlement.  
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According to Russell and Colleagues (2013), Australia has permanently resettled 
over 750,000 refugees and humanitarian entrants since 1945. Given that refugees are 
typically found to have complex needs, particularly in the early years of resettlement 
(Correa-Velez, Gifford & Barnett, 2010; Gifford et al., 2007; Gifford, Correa-Velez & 
Sampson, 2008; McMichael, Gifford & Correa-Velez, 2011), the Australian 
Government offers refugees a range of supports upon arriving in the country. 
Australia’s support programs include: The Humanitarian Settlement Services Program, 
The Adult Migrant English Program, and The Program of Assistance for Survivors of 
Torture and Trauma. The Australian Government also directs refugees to a variety of 
additional health services and programs, including Medicare services (Australia’s 
universal health insurance scheme). Unfortunately, there is little available to indicate 
what research findings Australia’s programs are based upon. It would appear that they 
are influenced by the psychological literature, which, as previously mentioned, suggests 
that refugee wellbeing in resettlement is largely determined by the degree of support a 
refugee receives in regard to pre-migration trauma and post-migration stress.  
 Unfortunately, there are two prominent methodological limitations that span the 
psychological literature on refugee wellbeing, and thus limit the strength of the 
aforementioned findings. The most concerning limitation is that the majority of 
explorations into refugee wellbeing employ cross-sectional designs, most of which tend 
to focus on investigating refugee wellbeing in the first few years of resettlement. Cross-
sectional inquiries offer only a snapshot of refugee wellbeing at any one point in time. 
Thus, they cannot provide a dynamic reflection of how wellbeing evolves over the 
course of resettlement. This inability of cross-sectional research to apply to an extended 
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or long-term notion of wellbeing is an extremely important exclusion in the literature. 
Attempts to support the wellbeing of resettling refugees are at risk of failure if they are 
based on the narrow scope of existing knowledge produced by cross-sectional, short-
term research.  
Another concern is that a large portion of the research within the psychological 
literature on refugee wellbeing is quantitative, so the investigations have difficulty 
making confident statements about causality. Most quantitative studies do not capture 
the complex, multidimensional nature of wellbeing. Although there are a number of 
existing studies that use mixed methods and that are qualitative in design, these too 
struggle to capture the complex, multidimensional nature of refugee wellbeing. This is 
because those studies are often embedded in positivistic epistemology, meaning that 
they ask questions that are consistent with the search for an objective, universal 
understanding of refugee wellbeing, or they are validated using quantitative methods 
(e.g., method checking). Another shortcoming is that these qualitative explorations, like 
their quantitative counterparts, rarely consider what the perspective of refugees 
themselves might be on what constitutes and influences refugee wellbeing.  
It is yet to be seen what an exploration of refugee wellbeing that takes place 
over an extended period of resettlement might reveal about the evolution of refugee 
wellbeing and the factors that influence refugee wellbeing over time. This is despite 
appeals from researchers to conduct longitudinal and sequential research into wellbeing 
(Beiser, 2006; Keyes, Ryff & Shmotkin, 2002; Robinson, 1990, 1993). It is plausible 
that a longitudinal exploration might better capture the multifaceted, multidimensional, 
and mutable nature of refugee wellbeing. Such research might contribute to the 
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production of more effective recommendations for Government policy, the development 
of more effective resettlement programs and the generation of more effective clinical 
practices, when compared with those that are currently in place.  
Indeed, recent findings indicate that Australia’s resettlement services do not 
meet the needs of many refugees (RCOA, 2014; Russell et al., 2014). As a result, there 
has been an increasing emphasis placed on ensuring that resettlement services are 
evidence-based. However, as Northcote and Casmiro (2009) emphasise, this push seems 
to be about research for services rather than research of services. There is a lack of 
long-term inquiry that seeks to determine what the wellbeing needs of refugees are, and 
whether existing services are useful, relevant or effective for meeting those needs. The 
present research attempts to address this undeveloped area of knowledge by conducting 
a long-term study of refugee wellbeing that directly elicits refugee perspectives on what 
determines their wellbeing and on whether current services are supporting their 
wellbeing.  
In this chapter I provide an extensive summary of the research literature that 
inspired the current dissertation. Specifically, I introduce the literature on the broad 
phenomenon of wellbeing before narrowing discussion to the more specific concept of 
refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement. I review the common ways in which 
refugee wellbeing is examined and measured in the psychological literature. I then 
present the findings of existing research into refugee wellbeing in the context of 
resettlement. I compare and evaluate those studies for strengths and weaknesses, 
highlighting the one-dimensionality and narrowness of current insights into refugee 
wellbeing. This points to a need for the present research, which I discuss before 
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concluding the chapter with an introduction to the aims and questions that guided the 
present research.  
Background of the research 
What is wellbeing?  
In this section I introduce the phenomenon of wellbeing. Inspired by the notion 
that wellbeing may play a prominent role in the appearance of health and disease, 
wellbeing is a phenomenon that has long been theorised across many disciplines 
including philosophy, sociology, social work, medicine, psychology, and economics (La 
Placa, McNaught, & Knight, 2013; McAllister, 2005; McNaught, 2011). The historical 
progression of this inquiry includes the philosopher Aristotle, who asked questions 
about the good life and the good society; the economist Scitovsky (1976), who enquired 
as to whether or not consumer capitalism makes people happy; and, the sociologist 
Antonovsky (1987), who introduced the salutogenic approach, describing a state of 
wellbeing leading to health that could be achieved by all. Despite this interest, there is 
no clear method for conceptualising or operationalising wellbeing across disciplines, 
nor is there a common definition of wellbeing. Rather, researchers interested in the 
study of wellbeing tend to apply definitions that correspond to the theoretical 
underpinnings and methodological standards of their own field. Thus, wellbeing 
remains an elusive concept.  
 In the discipline of psychology, notions about what wellbeing is and what leads 
to wellbeing are as diverse as in any other discipline. Nevertheless, there are two broad 
approaches to defining and measuring wellbeing that have emerged in the literature: one 
that deals with happiness (hedonic wellbeing) and one that deals with human potential 
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(eudaimonic wellbeing) (Ryan & Deci, 2001). In the approach to wellbeing that is 
concerned with happiness, wellbeing has been conceptualised by psychologists as a 
state (subjective wellbeing); one that can be measured using scales of overall life 
satisfaction and happiness (Keyes et al., 2002; Ryff, 1989, 1995). This tradition can be 
traced to the late 1950s when social change became a prominent focus for psychological 
literature, leading to the search for useful indicators of quality of life (Keyes et al., 
2002).   
In the approach to wellbeing that is concerned with human potential, wellbeing 
has been conceptualised as a construct; one that captures human development and 
existential challenges of life (psychological wellbeing). Using this approach, 
psychologists have operationalised wellbeing according to theoretical models that 
include: Erikson’s model of psychosocial development, Maslow’s concept of self-
actualization, Rogers’s view of the fully functioning person, Jung’s formulation of 
individuation, Allport’s concept of maturity, Jahoda’s formulation of mental health, and 
Birren’s concept of positive functioning in later life (Ryff, 1989, 1995, 2014). 
According to Keyes and colleagues (2002), this approach to wellbeing emerged most 
distinctly in the 1980s, but can be traced to earlier (i.e., 1950s and 1960s) theories in 
clinical and adult developmental psychology. 
Although there is no universally accepted definition of wellbeing in the 
psychological literature, what is common across investigations is that wellbeing is 
viewed as an internal phenomenon with universal, objective qualities that can be 
measured and explained in terms of the individual attributes (e.g., gender) or 
psychosocial factors (e.g., exposure to interpersonal trauma) that impact upon it (Keyes 
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et al., 2002). This is reflected in the literature in the emphasis that researchers place on 
investigating the extent to which particular groups experience better or worse outcomes 
in wellbeing than others. What is also widespread across the psychological literature is 
the view of wellbeing as multi-dimensional, meaning that wellbeing is seen to have 
emotional, physical, and cognitive components (Fraillon, 2004; Keyes & Lopez, 2002; 
Schickler, 2005, La Placa et al., 2013; McNaught, 2011). Furthermore, across the 
psychological literature there is a common view of wellbeing as complex (e.g., an 
individual can demonstrate emotional wellbeing at the same time as physical ill-being) 
(Camfield, Crio & Woodhead, 2008; Fraillon, 2004; Michalos, 2008; Pollard & Lee, 
2003), and as context-specific (Crivello, Camfield & Woodhead, 2008; Fattore, Mason 
& Watson, 2007; Pollard & Lee, 2003).  
What is refugee wellbeing?  
The conceptualisation of refugee wellbeing is nebulous. There are no common 
definitions across literatures, psychological or otherwise. Rather, refugee wellbeing is a 
phenomenon that is primarily understood in terms of its operationalisations. In the 
discipline of psychology, there are two broad ways in which refugee wellbeing tends to 
be measured. The first method of indicating wellbeing is to demonstrate the absence of 
psychiatric symptomatology. The second method of indicating wellbeing is to 
demonstrate the presence of positive adaptation. Later in this chapter I explore these 
operationalisations, and the knowledge about refugee wellbeing that stems from them. 
Firstly, however, I offer a contemplation of research interest in refugee wellbeing in the 
context of resettlement. 
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Why is refugee wellbeing important in the context of resettlement?  
Prior to examining why refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement is of 
significance to researchers, the concept of ‘the refugee’ and of ‘refugee resettlement’ 
must be defined. In this section I introduce standardised definitions of the refugee and 
of resettlement. I then consider how these standardised concepts have come to be linked 
with the phenomenon of wellbeing.  
Contemporary refugee resettlement programs have their origins in the aftermath 
of the Second World War (Malkki, 1995; UNHCR, 2002). Prior to the 1950s, 
distinctions were rarely made between refugees, displaced persons, and immigrants. 
However, following the Second World War, it became increasingly apparent to the 
international community that many people were living under the threat of various kinds 
of persecution. In 1951, the term refugee arose out of the 1951 United Nations 
Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (UNCPRSR). The term was 
devised as a tool through which to identify people forced to flee their country, and as a 
foundation on which to devise humanitarian law for the relocation of those people 
(Malkki, 1995). Specifically, the term refugee was defined as someone who:  
“…owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and being outside the country 
of his former habitual residence…is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
to return to it” (UNCPRSR, 1951, p.14). 
The UNCPRSR definition of the refugee inspired a complex system of 
international assistance that remains in place to this day (Harrell-Bond & Voutira, 
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1992). In 1951 the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) constructed three standard solutions to being a refugee. These were (& 
remain): 
1. Voluntary repatriation to the country of origin;  
2. Local integration in a host country; or,   
3. Resettlement in a third country (UNHCR, 2010).  
Resettlement describes the voluntary transfer of refugees, from a country in which they 
have sought refuge (i.e., the country of first asylum), to another country that has agreed 
to accept those refugees permanently. Resettlement is the option that is chosen when 
voluntary repatriation back to the country of one’s origin or local integration into the 
country of asylum is not possible. Broadly speaking, resettlement is a mechanism that 
provides protection to a refugee whose life, liberty, safety, health, or fundamental 
human rights are at risk in the country where they initially sought protection (i.e., in the 
country of first asylum) (UNHCR, 2011).  
Resettlement is a rare experience. Each year resettlement is offered to less than 
one per cent of the world’s refugees in one of 18 countries participating in The Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) resettlement program. 
Resettlement has inspired the interest of numerous scholars across many disciplines, 
including anthropology, sociology, social work, psychology, psychiatry, and law. In 
particular, researchers have been captivated by the question of how best to support the 
wellbeing of persons of refugee background once they are resettled in a third country 
(e.g., APS Public Service Team, 2011; Chung, Bernak, & Okazaki, 1997; Stein, 1981). 
Indeed, there are now more than 29,000 journal articles and book chapters in print on 
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refugee wellbeing in resettlement. Over 4,500 of those articles and book chapters have 
emerged from the field of psychology. Surprisingly, most psychological papers do not 
provide a rationale for why refugee wellbeing is important to study, nor do they define 
what is meant by refugee wellbeing. This implies that refugee wellbeing has simply 
become, at some point in the history of refugee studies, a taken-for-granted problem to 
be fixed. 
Foucault (1972) once wrote that our knowledge of a phenomenon only goes as 
far as our definition of that phenomenon (i.e., how we speak about that phenomenon). 
This is because phenomena, even though they might exist in reality, only take on 
symbolic meaning through the ideas, attitudes, beliefs, courses of action, and practices 
that comprise the discourses about them (Foucault, 1972). The UNCPRSR definition of 
a refugee specifies that to be a ‘normal’ and functioning human being one must be a 
legal citizen residing in a recognised State (this is referred to as implicit functioning). 
To be without a State is to be a social, humanitarian, and legal problem of global 
importance. The UNCPRSR definition has been instrumental for identifying displaced 
persons, and for allocating political and social assistance to those persons, particularly 
in the form of resettlement and other solutions that provide refugees with a State to call 
their own. Because the UNCPRSR definition (like other standardised definitions based 
on implicit functionalism) views resettlement as an anomaly in stable society and a 
problem for global stability (Malkki, 1996), the definition has also contributed to the 
creation of outsider perspectives that characterise the refugee as a homogenous, 
unstable, and vulnerable figure.  
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Many scholars, including Hardy (2003), Lacroix (2004), Malkki (1996, 1997), 
Papadopoulos (2007), and Westoby and Ingamells (2010), have argued that 
standardised definitions of the refugee contribute to widespread notions of refugee 
vulnerability. Hardy (2003) reports that universal definitions of the refugee serve to 
strip individual identity and contribute to the characterisation of the refugee as 
dependent, helpless, and in need. Malkki (1995, p.498) proposes that when one 
considers the refugee, one thinks of a “knowable, nameable figure” that is characterised 
by dependency, helplessness and need. Likewise, Zetter (1991) notes that the term 
refugee has come to symbolise a universal, stereotyped, crisis-based identity of 
powerlessness and dependency. When one considers these constructions of the refugee 
as vulnerable, it is not surprising that refugee wellbeing has become a popular area of 
research, with numerous scholars seeking to explore how best to support the wellbeing 
of refugees once they resettle in a third country.  
What is currently known about refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement? 
As has already been mentioned, refugee wellbeing is a vague phenomenon with 
no common definition across the psychological literature. Rather, refugee wellbeing is 
mainly understood in terms of its operationalisations: that is, refugee wellbeing is 
typically equated with either the absence of psychiatric symptomatology or the presence 
of positive adaptation. This means that a great deal of what is known about the 
determinants of wellbeing in resettlement actually reflects what is known about the 
determinants of psychiatric symptomatology and the determinants of positive adaptation 
in resettlement. In this section I summarise and evaluate the findings that have emerged 
from investigations of refugee wellbeing in the psychological literature. I have grouped 
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these studies and their findings according to the method that they utilised for measuring 
refugee wellbeing. 
Research using psychiatric symptomatology to indicate refugee wellbeing.  
Even a cursory look at the psychological literature reveals that the most popular form of 
measuring refugee wellbeing in resettlement is to assess for psychiatric 
symptomatology. Within this framework, refugee wellbeing is equated with the absence 
of psychiatric symptomatology (e.g., posttraumatic stress disorder, PTSD, or major 
depressive disorder, MDD). This approach has resulted in a large body of research 
indicating that refugees experience poorer mental health outcomes in resettlement when 
compared with the general population, with prevalence rates of PTSD and MDD as high 
as 86% and 80%, respectively (Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011; Carlson & Rosser-
Hogan, 1991; Fazel, Reed, Panter-Brick & Stein, 2012; Fazel et al., 2005; Kirmayer, 
Narasiah, Munoz, Rashid, & Ryder, 2011; Porter & Haslam, 2005). This is a finding 
that is consistent; despite research also indicating that psychiatric symptomatology 
improves amongst resettling refugees over the course of resettlement (Lie, 2002; Porter 
& Haslam, 2005; Westermeyer, Neider & Callies, 1989).  
Over the last forty years, numerous researchers have focused on documenting 
the factors that contribute to psychiatric symptomatology in resettling refugees, using 
questionnaires and/or structured clinical interviews to identify the presence of any 
psychiatric syndromes (e.g., Silove, Sinnerbrink, Field, Manicavasagar, & Steele, 1999; 
Smith, Perrin, Yule, & Rabe-Hesketh, 2001; Steele et al., 2002; Terheggen, Stroebe, & 
Kleber, 2001). As a result of these studies, two key factors have been implicated in the 
development of psychiatric symptomatology. These are, pre-migration trauma and post-
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migration living difficulties (Carswell, Blackburn, & Barker, 2008; Gerritsen et al., 
2006; Palic & Elklit, 2008; Schweitzer, Brough, Vromans & Asic-Kobe, 2011; 
Schweitzer, Melville, Steel, & Lacherez, 2006).  
For example, in a study of newly arrived refugees undergoing resettlement in 
Australia, Schweitzer and Colleagues (2011) explored psychiatric symptomatology 
amongst 70 refugees from Burma who had been living in Australia for two to 16 
months. Participants completed self-report measures of mental health, pre-migration 
trauma and post-migration living difficulties. Findings indicated that participants 
experienced elevated prevalence rates of depression (36%), anxiety (20%), somatisation 
(37%), and posttraumatic stress disorder (9%), as compared with the general Australian 
population. Schweitzer and colleagues (2011) also found a dose-response correlation 
between pre-migration trauma, post-migration living difficulties, and posttraumatic 
stress disorder (meaning that increased exposure led to increased trauma symptoms), 
and a dose-response correlation between exposure to post-migration living difficulties 
and symptoms of depression, anxiety and somatisation. The researchers concluded that 
pre-migration trauma and post-migration living difficulties were integral to the 
participants’ experience of wellbeing in resettlement.  
In a similar study of refugees living in the United Kingdom (UK), Carswell and 
Colleagues (2011) administered self-report measures of mental health and post-
migration living difficulties to 47 refugees from the Middle East, Africa, Europe, Asia, 
and South America who had been living in the UK for an extended period of time. 
Researchers found a dose-response correlation between post-migration difficulties and 
symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, regardless of participants’ experiences of 
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pre-migration trauma. This again led researchers to designate pre-migration trauma and 
post-migration living difficulties as the key factors in refugee wellbeing. In another 
study of newly arrived Middle Eastern refugees undergoing resettlement in Sweden, 
Lidencrona and colleagues (2008) explored the association between pre- and post-
migration living difficulties and psychiatric symptomatology. The authors administered 
a self-report questionnaire to 124 refugees from the Middle East within their first three 
months of resettlement in Sweden. They found that pre-migration trauma made the 
largest contribution to symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, which was 
experienced by the majority of the participants.  
Several important conclusions about wellbeing can be drawn from the findings 
of Carswell and colleagues (2011), Lidencrona and colleagues (2008), Schweitzer and 
colleagues (2011), and the plethora of other similar studies demonstrating that pre-
migration trauma and post-migration living difficulties jeopardise wellbeing through 
their association with psychiatric symptomatology (Murray, Davidson & Schweitzer, 
2008). Firstly, the findings suggest that pre-migration trauma (e.g., exposure to violence 
& loss) is the most important factor to consider in the production of psychiatric 
symptomatology, particularly in the early months of resettlement and particularly when 
psychiatric symptomatology takes the form of posttraumatic stress disorder (Carlson & 
Rosser-Hogan, 1991; Fawzi, Pham, Nguyen, et al., 1997). Indeed, trauma may continue 
to be the most important factor for as many as ten years into resettlement (Steele et al., 
2002). Secondly, this research indicates that trauma and post-migration living 
difficulties predict symptoms of depression, anxiety, and somatisation (Carswell et al., 
2011; Laban, Gernaat, Kompre, van der Tweel & De Jong, 2004; Schweitzer et al., 
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2006, 2011; Silove et al., 1997; Steele et al., 2006). Thirdly, this body of research 
supports the conception that suffering in resettlement is inevitable on account of the 
vulnerability associated with being a resettling refugee. Finally, this body of research 
supports the notion that intrapsychic factors are of key influence in refugee wellbeing.  
From the aforementioned research into psychiatric symptomatology many 
researchers have gone on to promote a theoretical approach to refugee wellbeing that 
can be referred to as the medical model of refugee wellbeing. The medical model of 
wellbeing is a trauma-based medical conceptualisation of wellbeing that focuses on 
pathology, diagnosis of disorder, epidemiological research, and the treatment of 
symptoms through pharmacological or psychotherapeutic intervention. It is the most 
popular and enduring theorisation of refugee wellbeing in resettlement, and it states that  
wellbeing in resettlement is hindered by pre-migration trauma and post-migration living  
difficulties causing distress and ongoing traumatisation. The medical model inspires 
refugee scholars to focus on researching, designing, and implementing clinical 
interventions to reduce the impact of trauma in resettlement. This is because the primary 
implication of the medical model is that the wellbeing of resettling refugees can be 
promoted by designing and implementing interventions that reduce the impact of 
trauma. 
Unfortunately, conclusions stemming from the findings of Carswell and 
Colleagues (2011), Lidencrona and Colleagues (2008), and Schweitzer and Colleagues 
(2011) are limited by two methodological shortcomings that are common across the 
wider body of research exploring psychiatric symptomatology in refugee resettlement. 
Firstly, these studies have quantitative designs. There are very few qualitative studies of 
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psychiatric symptomatology in refugee wellbeing (e.g., Rosbrook & Schweitzer, 2010). 
Quantitative studies of refugee wellbeing are limited because they rely on a priori 
assumptions about the range of relevant variables (e.g., exposure to pre-migration 
trauma, posttraumatic stress disorder, major depression) to be assessed. Thus, 
quantitative methodologies do not necessarily reflect participant understandings of 
wellbeing. They potentially overlook other factors associated with wellbeing, thereby 
failing to capture the complex, multi-dimensional nature of refugee wellbeing. They 
also produce knowledge that is difficult to apply to local situations, contexts, and 
individuals. The majority of investigations into psychiatric symptomatology indicate 
that pre-migration trauma and post-migration living difficulties are key influences on 
wellbeing, but they do not tell us anything about how people who migrate as refugees 
themselves see or experience wellbeing. Therefore, the voices of refugees are largely 
absent from quantitative studies.  
Secondly, Carswell and Colleagues (2011), Lidencrona and Colleagues (2008), 
and Schweitzer and Colleagues (2011) have short-term, cross-sectional designs. Indeed, 
the overwhelming majority of research into psychiatric symptomatology is cross-
sectional. Cross-sectional studies of refugee wellbeing are limited because they provide 
only a snapshot of refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement. Beiser (2006), 
Campbell (2012), and Schmidt (2007) argue that these static images do not capture the 
full picture of antecedent, concurrent, and consequent relationships between variables. 
Thus, they may provide a misleading picture of the phenomenon under investigation. 
For example, research has demonstrated that resilience and posttraumatic growth can 
occur alongside symptoms of trauma (e.g., Li, Cooling & Miller, 2013), but cross-
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sectional studies exploring the key influences on psychiatric symptomatology do not 
often capture that possibility. Furthermore, it is possible that contextual factors (e.g., 
political, social, cultural factors) influence wellbeing alongside intra-psychic factors 
(e.g., traumatisation). Again, this is not captured by research exploring the key 
influences on psychiatric symptomatology, because that research offers a much 
narrower window of exploration (i.e., it explores the impact of internal experiences on 
what is seen as an internal phenomenon). Another limitation of cross-sectional studies is 
that they cannot claim causality between refugee wellbeing in the form of psychiatric 
symptomatology and pre-migration trauma/post-migration living difficulties. On the 
contrary, reverse causality is possible, meaning that it is the presence of psychiatric 
symptomatology (or another unidentified variable) that may lead resettling refugees to 
report more pre-migration trauma or post-migration living difficulties.   
There are very few long-term continuous studies that investigate how psychiatric 
symptomatology evolves over an extended period of resettlement. One example is a 
study by Vaage and colleagues (2010), who conducted a long-term investigation into 
the key predictors of psychiatric symptomatology amongst resettling refugees in 
Norway. The researchers followed a group of Vietnamese refugees over 23 years of 
resettlement and found that, although psychiatric symptomatology decreased 
significantly over time, refugees continued to experience higher rates when compared 
with the Norwegian population. The researchers concluded that pre-migration trauma is 
a predominant influence in the experience of wellbeing during resettlement and that this 
factor retains its influence on wellbeing far into resettlement. Unfortunately, Vaage and 
colleagues, like the authors of most of the aforementioned cross-sectional studies into 
	  	  
27 
refugee wellbeing, relied only on quantitative measures of psychiatric symptomatology. 
This tends to be the case for longitudinal studies of psychiatric symptomatology (e.g., 
Steele et al., 2002). Thus, the study is prone to the limitations of quantitative research 
that were previously outlined.    
Although the psychiatric symptomatology approach to measuring refugee 
wellbeing in resettlement continues its popularity in the psychological literature, the 
approach has received considerable criticism for focusing too exclusively on the role of 
pathology and for viewing resettling refugees entirely in terms of their perceived 
deficiencies (Ager, 1997; Borwick, Schweitzer, Brough, Vromans, & Shakespeare-
Finch, 2013; Copping, Shakespeare-Finch & Paton, 2010; Hardy, 2003; Lacroix, 2004; 
Miller & Rasco, 2004; Papadopoulos, 2007; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2010; 
Summerfield, 1999; Watters, 2001). In an attempt to shift focus from pathology to 
strength, a second popular method for indicating refugee wellbeing has emerged in the 
literature. This is the positive adaptation approach to measuring refugee wellbeing.   
Research using positive adaptation to indicate refugee wellbeing. Multiple  
investigations have documented the traumatic experiences that refugees may encounter 
prior to, during, and after their flight to safety (Silove, Tarn, Bowles, & Reid, 1991; 
Stein, 1981). These experiences include: exposure to torture, violence, and enduring 
persecution, and oppression (Fazel, 2005); the loss of loved ones, homeland, identity, 
and former life (Fazel, 2005); and, continuous stress regarding resettlement, adjustment, 
and assimilation into a new society (Porter & Haslam, 2005). For instance, Mitschke, 
Mitschke, Slater and Teboh (2011) investigated the experiences of refugees from Burma 
who were resettled in the United States and found that participants experienced a range 
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of difficulties, including: locating and accessing employment; accessing health care; 
language and transportation barriers; and, financial difficulties.  
Despite the frequency of exposure to traumatic experiences amongst resettling 
refugees, research has demonstrated that many refugees exhibit positive adaptation in 
resettlement (e.g., Cadell, Regehr & Hemsworth, 2003; Copping et al., 2010; Gifford, 
Correa-Velez & Sampson, 2008; Kaniasty & Norris, 1999; Linley & Joseph, 2004; 
Paton, 2000; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2010). In particular, research has 
demonstrated that refugees frequently adapt to post-migration living difficulties by 
utilizing coping, resiliency, or strength. For example, Brough, Schweitzer, Vromans, 
Shakespeare-Finch and King (2012) explored the narratives of 34 refugees from Burma 
resettled in Australia. The authors revealed that participants experienced strong feelings 
of sadness and loneliness that were associated with separation from family and 
community during resettlement. The participants also faced challenges of life related to 
their adjustment to an unfamiliar social, economic, and linguistic landscape. However, 
the participants’ suffering was not experienced in isolation. Rather, participants also 
experienced hope for their lives in Australia. This was seen as evidence of positive 
adaptation alongside trauma.  
Within the positive adaptation framework, refugee wellbeing is equated with 
coping, resiliency, and strength. From this framework, many researchers have gone on 
to develop a second popular theoretical approach to refugee wellbeing: the psychosocial 
stress model of refugee wellbeing (Cadell et al., 2003; Copping et al., 2010; Kaniasty & 
Norris, 1999; Linley & Joseph, 2004; Paton, 2000; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 
2010). The psychosocial stress model of refugee wellbeing is influenced by Lazarus and 
	  	  
29 
Folkman’s (1984) landmark text: ‘Stress, Appraisal and Coping’. The psychosocial 
stress model examines wellbeing in terms of the ability to manage internal and external 
demands appraised as adverse or exceeding one’s ability. Thus, the psychosocial stress 
model views the development of psychological resources (e.g., coping strategies) and 
social resources (e.g., supportive relationships) as essential to wellbeing. It delivers the 
message that resettling refugees experience stress because they appraise the 
environment as exceeding their resources. It is this stress that is seen as thwarting 
wellbeing.  
There are two popular forms of the psychosocial stress model in the refugee 
wellbeing literature. The first is the acculturation framework (Berry, 1980, 1990, 1997, 
2005, 2007) and the second is the resilience framework (APA, 2010; Ungar, 2011, 
2012). The acculturation framework is the most prevalent form of psychosocial stress 
model. The acculturation framework is popular because it conceptualises distress as a 
normal response to major life changes in resettlement and it illustrates the potential for 
all refugees to experience wellbeing regardless of their experiences. The acculturation 
framework stipulates that refugees experience stress, and consequentially illbeing, 
depending on which of four possible strategies (i.e., attitude & behaviour towards one’s 
own community & one’s host community) they employ for interacting with the 
resettlement environment. The strategies are: assimilation, integration, separation and 
marginalisation (Berry, 2007).  
Assimilation occurs when refugees move away from their community of origin 
and towards the host community. Separation occurs when refugees move towards their 
own community and away from the host group (Berry, 2007). Integration occurs when 
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refugees are able to adopt the cultural norms of the dominant culture while maintaining 
their culture of origin. Marginalisation occurs when refugees reject both the dominant 
culture and their culture of origin (Berry, 1990). Research into the acculturation 
framework indicates that refugees who become integrated are those most likely to 
experience wellbeing in resettlement, while those who employ marginalisation are the 
least likely (Berry, 2007). For example, research indicates that bicultural individuals are 
better adjusted (e.g., show higher self-esteem, lower depression, prosocial behaviours; 
Chen, Benet-Martinez & Bond, 2008; Schwartz, Zamboanga & Jarvis, 2007; 
Szapocznik, Kurtines & Fernandez, 1980). 
Limitations of the acculturation framework have been explored in some detail in 
Lazarus (1997), Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga & Szapocznik (2013), and Van Hieu 
(2008). However, a summary is provided here. Ontologically, many influential 
acculturation theorists (e.g., Berry, 1980, 1990, 1997) have firmly planted their 
philosophical roots in realism, which posits an objective, knowable, and universal 
reality. Thus, the traditional acculturation literature tends to adopt a ‘one size fits all’ 
approach, which assumes that the psychological processes that operate during 
acculturation are essentially the same for all the groups regardless of the reason for 
migration, the country of origin and settlement, or the ethnic group in question. Such an 
empirical, universalist stance on acculturation has been responsible for a significant 
body of theoretical work that denies historically, politically, and socially situated 
realities facing refugees and fails to explain varying experiences in refugee lives.  
Many acculturation theorists hold the epistemological position of objectivism or 
empiricism, which links closely to their ontological orientation of realism. Thus, these 
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theorists are concerned with certainty, facts and quantification, and as a result many 
have systematically formulated psychometric instruments to measure acculturation. 
Unfortunately, these measures tend to reduce complex socio-psychological processes of 
acculturation to concrete, compartmentalized constructs, such as language use and 
preference, social affiliation, daily living habits, cultural traditions, communication 
styles, cultural identity and pride, perceived prejudice and discrimination, generational 
status, family socialization, and cultural values (Schwartz et al., 2013; Van Hieu (2008). 
This compartmentalization of acculturative experiences limits understanding of the 
processes and interactions involved in acculturation.  
Finally, many of the prominent theorists in acculturation (e.g., Berry, 1980, 
1990) have been white males of European descent. These researchers have not readily 
discussed their limitations with respect to their understanding of languages, cultural 
nuances, and histories. They have seldom offered a critical account of the effect of their 
own biographies, worldviews, and ideologies on their work with people of diverse 
cultures. Furthermore, they have not tended to articulate their awareness of the social, 
political, and cultural contexts in which they are living, and of the impact of those 
contexts on their research. Consequently, the concept of acculturation can be criticized 
as being ahistorical, gender-neutral, and apolitical, and therefore limited in its use.  
There is no single or clearly delineated resilience framework. Rather, there are 
numerous ways of conceptualising what resilience is and how resilience leads to 
wellbeing. Similar to the acculturation framework, the resilience framework is a 
strengths-based model that highlights the capacity of all refugees to experience 
wellbeing regardless of their experiences. Within the resilience framework, resilience is 
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generally understood to be an individual’s ability to overcome, learn from, and adapt 
positively to life events (Riley & Masten, 2005; Rutter, 2006). Resilience is also seen as 
an individual’s ability to remain psychologically and physically healthy after a 
potentially traumatic event (Bonanno, Westphal & Mancini, 2011). Nevertheless, 
resilience does not simply refer to an individual trait, but also to a dynamic process that 
occurs between person and environment (Lenette, Brough, & Cox, 2012). Thus, 
resilience can be seen more contextually as a process by which an individual’s physical 
and social ecology potentiates positive development under stress (Miller & Rasmussen, 
2010; Ungar, 2012).  
There is much to be read within the psychological literature documenting the 
factors that influence coping, resiliency, and strength amongst refugees in the context of 
resettlement. For example, Cone (2007) investigated factors contributing to resilience 
amongst a group of refugees from Russia undergoing resettlement in the United States 
of America. The authors identified seven common characteristics that contributed to the 
existence of resilience. These were: flexibility; political or religious convictions; taking 
risks; complying with the resettlement requirements; maintaining cultural roots; hope; 
and, determination to succeed. Similarly, Schweitzer, Greenslade, and Kagee (2007) 
interviewed 13 Sudanese refugees resettled in Australia in order to identify key factors 
that helped participants cope with difficulties. Participants indicated four strategies that 
they used to cope with a range of post-migration living difficulties (e.g., separation from 
family, unemployment, & financial difficulties). These strategies were: family and 
community support; religious beliefs; comparison with others; and, personal qualities.  
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In another study, Khawaja, White, Schweitzer and Greenslade (2008) 
interviewed 23 Sudanese refugees living in Australia about their experiences of 
resettlement to explore factors contributing to coping. Findings indicated that 
participants experienced a range of difficulties over the course of resettlement, 
including: difficulty meeting basic needs; loss or separation from friends and family; 
inability to conduct normal life activities (e.g., education and employment); 
psychological trauma stemming from pre-migration experiences; difficulty adapting to a 
new language, culture, and customs of life in Australia; financial difficulties; social 
isolation; and, perceived racism. The authors found that participants used a number of 
coping strategies to deal with those adversities, including: social support, reliance on 
religious beliefs, cognitive strategies such as reframing the situation, relying on their 
inner resources, and focusing on future wishes and aspiration.  
In yet another study, Borwick and Colleagues (2013) explored the life stories of 
18 refugees from Burma with the aim of identifying resources that helped participants’ 
get through resettlement challenges. The authors found that participants’ drew strength 
from four sources: interpersonal relationships; existential values; sense of future and 
agency; and, spirituality. In addition to the strategies implicated by Cone (2007), 
Schweitzer and Colleagues (2007), Khawaja and Colleagues (2008), and Borwick and 
Colleagues (2013), investigators have unveiled a range of other resources that refugees 
use to produce coping, resilience and strength in the face of post-migration living 
difficulties (see: Murray, Davidson & Schweitzer, 2008). These include:  
1. Optimism, adaptability, and perseverance (Toth, 2003; Vazquez, Cervelon, 
Perez-Sales, Vidales & Gaborit, 2005); 
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2. A belief in one’s own inner strength to deal with life’s challenges (Brough, 
Gorman, Ramirez & Westoby, 2003; Brune et al., 2002);  
3. Looking ahead to the future (Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2010); 
4. Making the decision to move on from adversity (Pulvirenti & Mason, 2011);  
5. Religiosity and spirituality (Fernando & Ferrari, 2011; Green & Eliot, 2010; 
Halcon et al., 2004);  
6. Social support from families, ethnic communities, and other sources (Goodman; 
2004, McMichael & Manderson, 2004; Pulvirenti & Mason, 2011; Schweitzer, 
et al., 2007; Sossou, Craig, Ogren & Schnak, 2008); 
7. Person-environment interactions (Lenette, Brough & Cox, 2012).  
Several important conclusions about wellbeing can be drawn from research 
exploring key factors influencing coping, strength, and resilience. In particular, the 
research indicates that, despite experiencing post-migration living difficulties (e.g., 
unemployment, separation from family, inability to speak the host country language, 
lack of like-ethnic community), refugees demonstrate a capacity for coping, resilience, 
and strength that buffers their likelihood of experiencing illbeing in the context of 
resettlement. Thus, the positive adaptation framework reveals that a refugee’s response 
to post-migration living difficulties is the key to wellbeing in resettlement.  
Unfortunately, conclusions stemming from the findings of Cone (2007), 
Schweitzer and colleagues (2007), Khawaja and colleagues (2008), and Borwick and 
colleagues (2013) are limited by two methodological problems that manifest commonly 
across the wider body of research exploring positive adaptation in resettlement. The 
primary methodological issue is that the majority of research exploring positive 
	  	  
35 
adaptation in resettlement comprises cross-sectional investigations taking place during 
the early phase of resettlement. Cross-sectional research does not provide information 
about cause and effect relationships, because it offers snapshots of wellbeing at single 
moments in time. Furthermore, cross-sectional research does not consider what happens 
before or after the snapshots are taken (qualitative, cross-sectional research does attempt 
to consider what happens before/after, however with potential hindsight bias).  
Also, cross-sectional research, particularly of the qualitative form, tends to 
ignore the potential for confounding factors to account for the relationship between key 
factors and coping, resiliency, or strength. Lazarus (1997), Paloma and Manzano-
Arrondo (2011), and Ward, Fox, Wilson, Stuart, and Kus (2010) have focused on this 
limitation, arguing that research supporting the acculturation framework of refugee 
wellbeing fails to recognise the inequitable socioeconomic realities facing refugees in 
resettlement. Thus, such research ignores the fact that refugees face significant 
historical, political, and social influences in the resettlement context (e.g., limited 
employment opportunities, reduced access to meaningful day-to-day activities, family 
separation, society’s attitudes) that shape their behaviours (and ultimately their 
acculturation choices). Rather, such research supports the notion that intra-psychic 
factors are the key influences in refugee wellbeing. This is because acculturation 
research, like the wider body of research stemming from the psychosocial stress model 
of wellbeing, focuses on the impact of individual strategies/ internal phenomena on 
wellbeing. Even when research does identify socioeconomic or sociopolitical factors as 
being important in positive adaptation, it is typically a refugees’ ability to adapt to those 
factors through internal processes that is often emphasised. 
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Another problem with cross-sectional research is that it doesn’t provide 
information into whether the status of a variable (e.g., coping, resiliency, strength) at 
one point in time effects subsequent levels of that same variable ,and/or of other 
variables, at a later time. Thus, it is difficult to know whether the key factors that are 
identified as being important for those variables would continue to demonstrate priority 
over a long period of time. For example, it is possible that coping (or resilience or 
strength), although found to be associated with positive adaptation at one point in 
resettlement, could predispose refugees to vulnerability at a later point in resettlement.  
There are very few studies that examine positive adaptation over an extended period of 
time in resettlement. This paucity of research is not in the absence of scholars calling 
for such work. Robinson (1990, 1993) set out an agenda for long term analyses of 
resettlement, stating that ten or twenty year continuous studies would enable researchers 
to determine how refugees fare in society and how their wellbeing changes as a result of 
extended resettlement.  
There are a few longitudinal analyses of refugee wellbeing. These investigations 
provide pictures of refugee wellbeing that are much more complex and variable than the 
snapshots that emerge from existing cross-sectional analyses (see: Australian Survey 
Research Group, 2011; Correa-Velez, Gifford & Barnett, 2010; Gifford, Bakopanos, 
Kaplan & Correa-Velez, 2007; Gifford et al., 2008). Valtonen (2004) conducted a 
repeated cross-sectional design based on collective case studies with the aim of 
capturing the process of integration (a strategy of acculturation) in resettlement. Fifty-
eight refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Turkey and Somalia who 
were undergoing resettlement in Finland were interviewed twice in a five-year period. 
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Valtonen found that participants arrived in Finland with a number of clear goals for 
their lives (e.g., family togetherness, employment). Some participants were able to 
achieve some of these goals by the time of the second interview; however, many goals 
remained inaccessible to participants at the time of the second interview, due to 
unyielding structural constraints and barriers (e.g., inability to speak the host language). 
The researchers concluded that the ability to achieve integration (wellbeing) was rooted 
in contextual factors, and that integration was an ongoing process subject to 
vicissitudes. At both interview times there were indicators of wellbeing and indicators 
of illbeing amongst the participants. Furthermore, indicators of wellbeing during the 
first interview did not necessarily determine wellbeing at the time of the second 
interview. The medical and psychosocial stress models that have emerged from cross-
sectional research can explain neither of these findings.  
Another investigation, referred to by its authors as ‘The Good Starts Study’ 
(Correa-Velez et al., 2010; Gifford et al., 2007; Gifford et al., 2008; McMichael, et al., 
2011), aimed to identify the determinants of wellbeing amongst refugees as they 
underwent resettlement. The authors indicated that the first five years of refugee 
resettlement is a critical period, thus they followed refugees aged 12-18 from ten 
different countries over their first four years of resettlement in Australia. Findings 
indicated that participants’ experience of wellbeing was changing, with high and low 
points, over those years of resettlement. The authors proposed that participants arrived 
in Australia with personal strengths (e.g., optimism, self-esteem & happiness) that they 
used to maintain wellbeing despite experiencing pre-migration trauma and initial post-
migration living difficulties. Over time, participants continued to reliably utilise those 
	  	  
38 
personal resources, along with social support from their families, to maintain wellbeing. 
As time in resettlement increased, however, participants experienced ongoing post-
migration living difficulties and reported increasing levels of illbeing in the form of 
chronic conditions and risky health behaviours (use of alcohol, smoking, gambling). 
Again, these findings are not well accounted for by the medical and psychosocial stress 
models that have emerged from cross-sectional research.  
The aforementioned longitudinal approaches to refugee wellbeing imply that 
refugee wellbeing is a dynamic process that changes over time. They are also useful 
because they make use of a qualitative and a mixed qualitative-quantitative design, 
respectively, and they allow salient themes about wellbeing to spontaneously emerge 
from the data. Nevertheless, there are limitations to these studies. Firstly, the authors 
rely on a priori assumptions about what wellbeing is (e.g., coping, resilience, strength). 
Secondly, the authors appear to use theory neutral observational language to represent 
themselves as neutrally reporting the cultural worlds of their participants as they strive 
for consistency and minimisation of bias. The problem with both of these strategies is 
that they find their roots in the positivist tradition underlying quantitative research 
(Aroni et al., 1999; Tobin & Begley, 2004). As such, what appears to be qualitative 
research turns out to be a neo-positivist venture that is simply challenging 
methodological monism. As a result, the findings about refugee wellbeing are narrow in 
scope and dimension.  
 In particular, the aforementioned longitudinal studies of positive adaptation, just 
like existing cross-sectional investigations of positive adaptation, reinforce the view that 
all refugees will inevitably experience reduced wellbeing during resettlement by virtue 
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of their exposure to pre-migration trauma and post-migration adversity. Thus, while the 
concept of positive adaptation - whether it is coping or resilience, acculturation or 
otherwise - appears to respond to the need for an alternative view of refugee 
resettlement (i.e., as compared with the medical model of refugee wellbeing), in 
practice it operates as an alternative view based on the same implicit assumption of 
pathology. What I mean here is that the concept of adaptation offers just another 
conceivable outcome, aside from ongoing traumatisation, that might result when one 
becomes a refugee and undergoes resettlement, with these latter phenomena viewed as 
inevitably resulting in an initial vulnerability. In other words, adaptation in 
psychological research is just another bridging of the gap between refugee vulnerability 
and assistance (in the form of improving access to resources) in the context of 
resettlement.  
This raises the second major methodological issue that occurs across the body of 
research into positive adaptation in resettlement. While existing research has given 
voice to the lived experience of refugees during resettlement, very little research has 
directly asked refugees how they view the influences on wellbeing over time nor how 
they believe that the effectiveness of services in their host countries could be improved. 
There are many reasons for taking the opinions of refugees seriously, most importantly 
that refugees are experts in their own lives and can be guides to provide information 
about refugee needs and services that researchers cannot get to on their own. Wellbeing 
may mean something vastly different to refugees than it does to researchers. Thus, the 
implications for intervention, if based on the perspective of refugees themselves, could 
be vastly different from those that have already been identified in the existing literature.  
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It is apparent that the conclusions about refugee wellbeing that can be drawn 
from the body of research into positive adaptation provide a narrow view of refugee 
wellbeing, just as the conclusions that can be drawn from research into psychiatric 
symptomatology do. It is important to note that some researchers have proposed models 
that unite the medical and psychosocial stress frameworks. For example, Miller and 
Rasmussen (2010) proposed a model whereby stressful adverse living conditions are 
hypothesised to mediate the relationship between trauma and wellbeing, where 
wellbeing is equated with absence of psychiatric symptomatology. From this 
perspective the researchers proposed that intervention with resettling refugees might 
first address adverse life conditions, and then target internal phenomena (e.g., coping, 
resilience) when wellbeing does not improve with the repair of the social ecology 
(Miller & Rasmussen, 2010ab). Unfortunately, these models are limited by a lack of 
longitudinal data to support them, and by a lack of research that includes refugee 
perspectives, opinions and voices. As a result, the suggestions for psychological 
practice that stem from these combined models, just like the interventions stemming 
from the medical model and psychosocial stress model alone, may be overly simplistic 
and thus of reduced effectiveness in promoting refugee wellbeing. 
What are the contributions of existing research on refugee wellbeing to 
psychological practice? 
In this section I explore the implications of existing knowledge on refugee 
wellbeing for psychologists interested in working with refugees in resettlement. For 
psychologists interested in supporting the wellbeing of resettling refugees, existing 
research primarily points towards one primary form of intervention. That is, the 
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provision of individual intervention to treat trauma, and/or promote coping and 
resilience. This is because studies stemming from the medical model of wellbeing 
generally assume that refugee wellbeing is primarily the result of direct exposure to 
trauma, thus interventions should focus on reducing trauma symptoms. Similarly, 
studies emanating from the psychosocial stress model of wellbeing generally assume 
that refugee wellbeing is the result of exposure to stressful conditions during 
resettlement; thus, intervention should focus on improving one’s ability to cope with or 
be resilient to those conditions.  
The priority of providing clinical intervention to individual refugees during 
resettlement has found a strong following amongst members of the discipline of 
psychology. For example, in 2011 the Australian Psychological Society (APS) 
published a statement to position psychological responses to refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement (see: APS Public Service Team, 2011). In that statement the APS accepted 
that refugees are increasingly vulnerable of developing mental health difficulties in 
resettlement and consequently argued that resettling refugees should receive culturally 
competent clinical services aimed at reducing the impact of trauma and increasing 
coping/resilience to post-migration living difficulties (APS Public Service Team, 2011). 
Cultural competence asserts that, through specialised training, psychologists can gain 
cultural knowledge and skills to deliver interventions that are effective for members of 
ethnic minority groups. So popular is this idea that the Australian Government, through 
The National Mental Health Plan, is now calling for culturally competent mental health 
care to be utilised with all ethnic minorities in Australia (DoHA, 2008). 
The APS position statement also urged psychologists to: (a) become proficient 
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in providing trauma-focused culturally competent interventions for refugees; (b) 
develop effective mental health measures for diagnosing psychiatric symptomatology 
with resettling refugees; and, (c) conduct research into developing increasingly effective 
mental health interventions for treating trauma and for promoting coping/resilience 
(APS Public Service Team, 2011). Furthermore, the APS position statement made 
recommendations to the Australian Government to provide opportunities for refugees to 
enter culturally competent counselling with Australian psychologists (counsellors and 
so forth). That recommendation is currently being met through the Humanitarian 
Settlement Services (HSS) Program, which offers individual therapy to refugees who 
experience psychological or psychosocial difficulties associated with prior experiences 
of torture and trauma (PASTT, 2013). 
While there is some preliminary evidence to suggest that counseling 
successfully reduces symptoms of trauma and stress amongst resettling refugees 
(Drozdek, Kamperman, Tol, Knipscheer & Kleber, 2014; Nickerson, Bryant, Silove & 
Steele, 2011; Palic & Elklit, 2010; Papadopoulos, 2002, 2007; van Wyk, Schweitzer, 
Brough, Vromans & Murray, 2012), there are problems with prioritising individual 
therapy as a foundation response to meeting the wellbeing needs of resettling refugees. 
Firstly, such interventions tend to promote adaptation to environmental circumstances, a 
response that is not appropriate when environmental circumstances are unjust, 
discriminatory, marginalising, or disempowering (Ager, 1997; Miller & Rasco, 2004; 
Ryan, Dooley & Benson, 2008; Summerfield, 1999; Watters, 2001). Indeed it is 
possible that illbeing amongst resettling refugees might at times represent an acute and 
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painful expression of social injustice. Individual therapy that focuses on healing trauma 
or increasing resilience would not resolve an unjust political regime.  
Secondly, it is not practical to offer therapeutic intervention to all of the refugees 
who have witnessed or been the victims of atrocities in their country of origin. What’s 
more, many refugees may be reluctant to utilise services that focus on treating trauma in 
resettlement (Miller, 1999). Thirdly, intervention to reduce trauma and improve positive 
adaptation can be viewed as a form of colonialism, whereby a Western therapeutic 
model is imposed onto refugees despite the fact that refugees may have their own 
coping strategies (Pupavac, 2002, 2008). Pupavac (2002, 2008) argues that by 
promoting therapeutic-style interventions targeting ongoing traumatisation and post-
migration stress, psychologists disseminate the image of refugees as vulnerable and of 
psychologists as legitimised healers, which further reproduces the “Western colonial 
and racist psychology of fifty years ago” (Pupavac, 2002, p.1). Malkki (1996), Rose 
(1999), and Summerfield (2000) argue that there are three possible consequences of 
colonisation through psychological intervention. These are: disqualification from self-
government, de-politicisation, and disempowerment.  
As Malkki (1996, p. 386) puts it, “refugees suffer from a peculiar kind of 
speechlessness in the face of the national and international organisations (including 
psychology) whose object of care and control they are”. Summerfield (2000) concurs 
warning that, “Western psychological concepts and methodologies risk an unwitting 
perpetuation of the colonial status of the non-Western mind” (p. 422). As does Rose 
(1999) who argues that therapeutic intervention represents a technique through which 
professionals render certain individuals and groups governable. Specifically, 
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psychology operates as a network of force or an aspect of social control that utilises 
certain technologies (e.g., psychological intervention) to reshape the subjectivities of 
refugees as vulnerable and in need, and consequently reshape their behaviour in line 
with this vulnerability (Rose, 1999).  
When it comes to understanding why psychologists would wish to reshape 
refugee subjectivities and behaviours, particularly in the Australian context, Westoby 
and Ingamells (2010) contend that the discourse of refugee vulnerability is 
“strategically useful” (2010, p. 1760) for Australia. According to Gale (2004) there 
exists in Australia strong community fear about border security, potentially stemming 
from days of the White Australia Policy, and also subtle forms of racism that place 
emphasis on what is seen as a threat to national culture and the Australian way of life. 
This contributes to the presence of hostile and discriminatory practices in the 
community, some of which prevent refugees from accessing funding, jobs, education, 
and housing. Westoby and Ingamells (2010) surmise that the discourse of refugee 
vulnerability represents an attempt to appeal to community compassion and to 
“mobilize sympathy” (p. 1760), so as to counteract these discriminatory practices. 
Similarly, the discourse of refugee vulnerability serves to legitimise the advocacy of 
refugee rights, social justice and hospitality within the Australian community. 
The fourth limitation of therapeutic intervention for promoting refugee 
wellbeing is that it may encourage refugees to adapt their coping strategies to the 
international aid community, thereby denying their innate capacity to run their own 
lives and societies (as was discussed by Pupavac, 2002, 2008), and promoting 
dependency. Hardy (2003) indicates that many refugees may submit to the discourse of 
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vulnerability in order to increase their chances for receiving official refugee status and 
resettlement visas for Australia. Similarly, Westoby and Ingamells (2010) suggest that 
refugee vulnerability has become such a powerful shaping force on service delivery in 
Australia, that refugees themselves have learned to self-identify as traumatised and 
vulnerable in order to access resources and funding. Furedi (2004) agrees, arguing that 
refugees learn to gain moral sympathy and therefore public recognition, funding and 
resources, through the representation of self as vulnerable. Pupavac (2002, 2008) adds 
to these contentions, suggesting that refugees may also conform to the subjective 
constitution of vulnerability because it advances their political agenda against the 
authorities in their country of origin.  
While individual therapy to overcome trauma and promote coping/resiliency 
might be useful for some refugees, it may be of detriment to the wellbeing of others. 
However, the narrow scope of existing investigations into refugee wellbeing, upon 
which the recommendation for individual therapy is based, limits the realm of other 
possibilities for responding to refugee wellbeing. This is because existing 
investigations, by virtue of their methodological limitations, offer a one-dimensional 
view of refugee wellbeing that is primarily based on static, single-point in time 
assessments that make a priori assumptions about the pathological nature of resetting 
refugees and the intra-psychic nature of wellbeing. It is possible that the provision of 
longitudinal, sequential studies of refugee wellbeing would result in a richer and more 
accurate picture of the key influences on refugee wellbeing, thereby allowing for the 
production of psychological practice recommendations that would be more effective in 
responding to and promoting the wellbeing of refugees during resettlement.  
	  	  
46 
How do we move towards a dynamic understanding of refugee wellbeing in the 
context of resettlement? 
 In this section I introduce the present research. Overall, the message emerging 
from existing research into refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement is that 
refugees are vulnerable to illbeing, and that internal processes (e.g., traumatisation, 
coping, resilience & strength) occurring in response to pre-migration trauma and post-
migration living difficulties are important priorities to be targeted in psychological 
intervention in order to maintain and promote wellbeing. This conclusion is drawn by 
gathering together the findings of what are predominantly cross-sectional research 
studies focused on capturing single moments of refugee wellbeing in the context of 
resettlement.   
 Although the aforementioned views on refugee wellbeing have informed the 
design of resettlement services—including psychological intervention—aimed at 
meeting the wellbeing needs of resettling refugees, research indicates that resettling 
refugees continue to experience challenges to their wellbeing in resettlement. This 
raises an important question: Are there alternative recommendations that would be more 
effective for maintaining and/or promoting wellbeing amongst resettling refugees? 
Contemplating this possibility raises an additional question. Given that much of the 
psychological research exploring refugee wellbeing has been cross-sectional and has 
occurred during the first few years of resettlement, it stands to reason that an 
exploration of refugee wellbeing that focuses on exploring the evolution of refugee 
wellbeing over time might reveal an understanding of refugee wellbeing that generates 
alternative recommendations. Thus, the additional question arises: What would an 
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exploration of refugee wellbeing that takes place over an extended period of 
resettlement reveal about the experience of wellbeing and the factors that influence 
wellbeing?  
Purpose of the present research. There is a clear need for research that goes 
beyond a focus on static, single moments of refugee wellbeing in resettlement. A 
longitudinal study, where several observations of the same group of refugees take place 
over an extended period of resettlement, would facilitate theoretical advances in the 
area of refugee wellbeing by providing the opportunity to capture: (a) antecedent, 
concurrent and consequent relationships between wellbeing, (b) key influencing factors 
in the production of wellbeing, and (c) the impact of time upon wellbeing. The purpose 
of the present research was to address this gap in the literature by conducting a long-
term analysis of refugee wellbeing.  
Aims and questions of the present research. The aim of the present research 
was to explore the evolution of refugee wellbeing during the first five years of 
resettlement and, in doing so, to identify the evolution of key factors that influence 
refugee wellbeing. Furthermore, the aim of the research was to make use of research 
findings to generate recommendations for the maintenance and promotion of refugee 
wellbeing in resettlement. Thus, there were two questions that guided the present 
research. These were: 
1. What is the evolution of the lived experience of refugee wellbeing over the first 
five years of resettlement in Australia? 
2. What recommendations, particularly for psychological intervention, might be 
useful for promoting wellbeing during the first five years of resettlement? 
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The research process. The present research took an inductive approach, 
applying qualitative methods within an interpretative phenomenological framework to 
interview a group of 12 people with refugee backgrounds from Burma over three time 
points during their resettlement in Brisbane, Australia. The 12 people who participated 
in the research were identified by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) as refugees and were referred to the Australian Government for relocation 
under the Humanitarian Visa Program. These participants were interviewed at three 
points in time: (a) during the first year of resettlement; (b) approximately four years into 
resettlement; and, (c) approximately five years into resettlement. 
The present research differed from much of the previous research into refugee 
wellbeing in that wellbeing was not conceptualised as an objective, universal 
phenomenon, and it was not operationalised as the absence of psychiatric 
symptomatology or the presence of positive adaptation. Rather, the present research was 
premised on an understanding of wellbeing that included physical and mental health, 
social, economic and cultural capital, and the freedom to fulfil one’s human capabilities. 
Specifically, wellbeing was conceptualised as a phenomenon that may exist in reality, 
but that has a meaning that is socially constructed and therefore cannot be removed 
from the sociohistorical context in which it develops. Furthermore, wellbeing was 
conceptualised as a way of being in the world, where agency (the ability, independence 
& freedom to act) (Ahearn, 2000) and the ability to live or to be well (the possession of 
requisite conditions, goods & services to be or live well) (Ahearn, 2000) are key 
components.  
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There were two key features to the present research. The first is that it captured 
the evolution of lived experience of refugee wellbeing. There exists very little 
longitudinal research into refugee wellbeing in the psychological literature. There are no 
longitudinal studies investigating the wellbeing of refugees from Burma in the context 
of resettlement in Australia. The second is that the research highlights refugee voices by 
providing the opportunity for participants themselves to provide information on how 
they experienced and understood wellbeing in resettlement, as well as an opportunity to 
make suggestions for changes to refugee resettlement services (including psychological 
intervention). There exists very little phenomenological research privileging the voices 
of refugees by encouraging refugees to comment on the accuracy of research findings. 
Nor is there any research that queries how refugees think that psychologists should 
focus their attentions when it comes to researching, practicing and advocating for 
resettling refugees. Thus, this research represents a piece of humanist, progressive, 
phenomenological work that has the potential to contribute to the literature and to help 
bridge the divide between existing interventions and actual outcomes relating to refugee 
wellbeing.  
Focus of the study. The present research focused on refugees from Burma 
undergoing resettlement in Brisbane, Australia. 
The socio-political history of Burma. In this section I provide a brief overview 
of the socio-political climate in Burma and of the events that precipitated the 
widespread displacement and need for resettlement of its people. Burma is the largest 
country in mainland Southeast Asia, covering an area of 676,578 square kilometres. It is 
bordered by Bangladesh, India, China, Laos, and Thailand, and is divided into seven 
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states and seven divisions (UN-OHRLLS, nd). Burma has a very long history of ethnic 
conflict. However, it was following violent clashes in the 1980s that masses of people 
began to flee the country into neighbouring nations, including India, Bangladesh, China, 
and Thailand. Since then, and as a result of systematic and ongoing human rights 
violations, millions of people have been confined to living in refugee camps or as illegal 
migrants in those neighbouring countries, constituting one of the most protracted 
displacement situations in the world (UNHCR, 2010). Human rights violations include 
persecution, torture, extrajudicial executions, forcible conscription of children, rape, 
demolition of places of worship, and forced labour (Shukla, 2008). The history of ethnic 
relationships in Burma is complex. Here I provide an overly simplistic summary 
comprised from the few scholarly sources that exist on Burma’s history.  
Burma is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, with eight 
main ethnic groups inhabiting the country and more than 130 distinctive sub-groups. 
The seven states into which Burma is divided are ethnically based: Arakhan (Rakhine), 
Chin, Kachin, Karen (Kayin), Karenni (Kayah), Mon, and Shan (UN-OHRLLS, nd). 
The eight main ethnicities of Burma are often sorted into two groups, termed ‘the valley 
dwelling peoples’ and ‘the hill peoples’ (Smith, 1999). According to Smith (1999) the 
valley dwelling peoples include ethnic Burmans, Mon, Rahkine (Arakanese), and Shan. 
They are wet-rice farmers, Theravadan Buddhists, and they tend to be literate. The hill 
peoples include the ethnic Chin, Kachin, Karen and Wa. They are dry-rice farmers, 
mostly spirit worshippers (animists) - though many converted to Christianity during 
British rule – and, they tend to be illiterate.  
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From the 11th to 17th centuries Burma was divided into ethnic kingdoms that 
engaged in frequent conflict for territorial control. These battles ended in 1885 when 
Burma was colonised and unified as part of British-led India (Phayre, 2010). During the 
time of colonial rule, the British Government practised a policy of divide and rule, 
meaning that they drew clear lines between the ethnic majority (who were and continue 
to be ethnic Burmans) living in the central plains, and the ethnic minorities who lived in 
the hills. In many respects, this exacerbated ethnic differences within the country 
(Reynolds, 2008). In the 1930s a nationalist movement called Thakin arose in Burma, 
which was led by General Aung San and others seeking independence from Britain. 
Thankin’s members received military training in Japan before assisting the Japanese 
with invading and occupying Burma during the Second World War. This created ethnic 
tension with The Karen and other ethnic minorities who chose to assist the British in 
defending Burma’s borders. Nevertheless, General Aung San and his members 
eventually switched to the British side near the end of the war (Thant Myint, 2001; 
Reynolds, 2008).  
Following World War Two, General Aung San and a new group called the Anti-
Fascist People’s Freedom League (AFPFL) instigated negotiations for independence, a 
process that ultimately resulted in Burma’s emancipation from the British in 1948. 
However, shortly before independence was granted General Aung San, who many 
believed would lead the new AFPFL led coalition Government, was assassinated. 
Consequently, Burma’s first Prime Minister became U Nu (Smith, 1999). Almost 
directly after independence was granted, a series of rebellions erupted against U Nu’s 
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Government and in 1962, General Ne Win, who was head of the army under U Nu, 
successfully seized power in a coup.  
Upon gaining control of the country, General Ne Win inaugurated The Burmese 
Way to Socialism. He nationalised the economy, formed a single-party state, and 
banned independent newspapers (Steinberg, 2010). Ne Win also implemented the 
notorious four-cuts policy, which was designed to cut insurgent armies off from their 
key sources of survival: food, funds, recruits, and information. Under the policy, the 
military destroyed food sources, transportation, communications, industrial resources, 
and villages through a scorched earth policy (Reynolds, 2008). People were slaughtered, 
raped, and seized into forced labour as the military advanced through villages (Bowles, 
1998; Cardozo, Talley, Burton, & Crawford, 2004). Others experienced famine and 
disease as villages were burned to the ground and entire populations forced to relocate.    
 Under Ne Win’s authoritarian rule, Burma’s economy worsened and civil unrest 
increased, culminating in a nationwide uprising for democracy in 1988. Ne Win 
responded to the uprising by ordering his military to kill thousands of people during 
university student- and Buddhist monk-led demonstrations (Steinberg, 2010). While Ne 
Win did eventually step aside in 1988, he constructed a junta, known as the State Law 
and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), which reassumed military control of the 
government. The junta declared martial law in 1989, arrested thousands of people, 
including many pro-democracy activists, intensified attacks in ethnic areas and changed 
the transliteration of the name of the country from Burma to Myanmar (which is locally 
pronounced “Bamaa”) (Charney, 2008; Steinberg, 2010). Many governments refused to 
recognise the name change; thus, the term Burma is still commonly used. In 1990, the 
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junta allowed general elections to be held and The National League for Democracy, 
headed by Aung San Suu Kyi (General Aung San’s daughter), won a landslide victory. 
Nevertheless, the junta refused to acknowledge these results and placed Aung San Suu 
Kyi under house arrest, inviting tremendous negative attention from the international 
community (Charney, 2008; Reynolds, 2008).  
In 1992, General Than Shwe took power as chairman of SLORC. In 1997, the 
junta attempted to recover some respectability in the eyes of the international 
community by changing its name to the State Peace and Development Council (SPDC). 
This was followed by an informal ceasefire agreement with the largest ethnic army in 
Burma, the Karen National Union, in 2004 (Steinberg, 2010). The military regime 
showcased the ceasefire internationally to demonstrate its efforts toward making peace, 
yet at the same time they used the time to reinforce their frontline troops. Thus, fighting 
ultimately resumed. In 2007, Buddhist monks held a series of peaceful marches that 
quickly turned into mass protests involving students and political activists following the 
junta’s decision to remove fuel subsidies, causing the price of diesel and petrol to 
suddenly rise as much as 66%. This was dubbed the Saffron Revolution. The protest 
was quelled by mass arrests and repression, prompting further international backlash 
(Steinberg, 2010).  
In 2011 the SPDC formally dissolved itself and transferred power to the new 
Union Government, headed by President Thein Sein, an ex-general and prime minister 
for the SPDC. Subsequent to his appointment, President Thein Sein made the decision, 
on six separate occasions, to release a number of political prisoners (Martin, 2012). 
Furthermore, Thein Sein’s Union Government initiated ceasefire talks with various 
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ethnic-based militias, and Thein Sein approved the alteration of laws that allowed 
opposition parties to participate in a parliamentary by-election held in 2012. These 
changes led many in the international community to declare that reform was underway 
in 21st Century Burma.  
Nevertheless, at the same time that President Thein Sein oversaw the 
aforementioned changes in 2011 and 2012, serious human rights abuses continued to 
occur in Burma. Most notably was the enactment of a scorched earth policy (burning 
villages & farmland to prevent shelter & the production of food) against the Muslim 
population. This placed in doubt President Thein Sein’s Government intentions for true 
political change. Nevertheless, international communities continued to respond 
positively. In 2012 the United States Government took several steps to send a clear 
signal of support for reform in Burma, including the lifting of existing sanctions 
(Martin, 2012). It remains to be seen whether the modest political reforms translate into 
lasting change in Burma. 
Resettlement in Australia. Currently, there is one pathway through which a 
person who has been identified by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  
(UNHCR) as a refugee can legally migrate to Australia. That is through the 
Humanitarian Program for refugees and persons in refugee-like situations (National 
Communications Branch, 2011). The Humanitarian Program comprises two sub-
programs: an offshore resettlement program and an onshore protection program. The 
onshore protection component fulfils Australia’s international obligations by offering 
protection to people already in Australia who are found to be refugees according to the 
Refugees Convention, while the offshore resettlement component expresses Australia’s 
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commitment to refugee protection by offering resettlement to people who are subject to 
persecution or substantial discrimination amounting to gross violation of human rights 
in their home country (National Communications Branch, 2011). 
Applicants for an offshore refugee category visa must satisfy criteria that are 
more difficult than if applying for an onshore protection visa (National 
Communications Branch, 2011). For instance, in addition to being subject to 
persecution and meeting health, character and national security requirements, there must 
be compelling reasons for giving special consideration to granting the visa. These 
include, threat of persecution, prior connection to Australia, and potential for 
resettlement elsewhere. Typically, it takes about one year (50 weeks) to evaluate a 
refugee application and grant a visa for resettlement in Australia (National 
Communications Branch, 2011). In 2010–11, nearly 30,000 offshore refugee visa 
applications were lodged and only about 6000 were granted. 
Refugees from Burma. Over the last decade Australia has accepted a rapidly 
increasingly number of refugees from Burma. At the 2001 Census there were 11,070 
Burma-born people living in Australia, making up 0.3 per cent of the overseas born 
population. At the 2006 census there were 12,380 Burma-born people in Australia, an 
increase of 11.8 per cent from the 2001 Census. At the 2011 Census, there were 23,230 
Burma-born people living in Australia, a 65 per cent increase from June 2006 (The 
Economic Analysis Unit, 2012). This increase in residents from Burma is not surprising 
given that refugees stemming from Burma have alternatively been the first, second, and 
third highest source of humanitarian entrants to Australia since 2006 (PMAS-DIAC, 
2013). In 2011-2012, for example, Australia’s Humanitarian Program granted 1865 
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refugee visas to persons born in Burma through the offshore resettlement component 
(EAU-DIAC, 2012; PMAS-DIAC, 2013). In 2012-2013, Australia’s Humanitarian 
Program granted 2352 offshore refugee visas to persons born in Burma.  
Once resettled in Australia, refugees from Burma do not live and interact as one 
intact community in a clearly defined socio-political structure. Rather, refugees from 
Burma are scattered across rural and urban locations, with some living close to 
members of their own ethnic background, and others isolated from members of their 
own ethnic background. The majority of persons from Burma live in Western Australia, 
followed by New South Wales, Victoria, and Queensland (PMAS-DIAC, 2013). The 
majority of persons from Burma identify as Christians, however some identify as 
Buddhists and some as Hindus or Muslims. The employment outcomes of persons born 
in Burma are poor compared with the general population of Australia.  For example, at 
the time of the 2011 Census only 48% of Burma-born people aged 15 years and over 
were working (PMAS-DIAC, 2013).  
Overview of the chapter 
Refugees come from situations where they have faced significant adversity, both 
in their country of origin and en route to countries of safety. This adversity potentially 
undermines their wellbeing. In order to alleviate the distress associated with adversity 
and to help refugees adapt to life in a new cultural context, host countries frequently 
provide services to arriving refugees. However, these services are not based on long-
term research into the process of wellbeing. In this chapter I introduced the need for 
research evidence about effective resettlement services for refugees. I outlined the 
current state of knowledge on refugee wellbeing, and I introduced the present research, 
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which set out to develop research evidence of what determines wellbeing over the long 
term course of resettlement, and to inform future policy and practice. 
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CHAPTER 3 
The Research Process 
In Chapter 2 I reviewed existing research into the wellbeing of resettling 
refugees. I identified a necessity for further study to encapsulate a long-term perspective 
of refugee wellbeing in the context of resettlement, and I introduced the present 
research as an attempt to develop knowledge into the long-term influences on refugee 
wellbeing. In this chapter I describe the research process that was undertaken in order to 
develop that long-term perspective of refugee wellbeing.   
In his book, ‘The Foundations of Social Research: Meaning and Perspective in 
the Research Process’, Crotty (1998) contends that the research process comprises four 
basic elements: epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods. 
According to Crotty (1998), these four elements provide a hierarchical structure for 
understanding the research process, with philosophical perspectives at the base and 
research methods at the top. Crotty’s (1998) structure serves to illustrate how 
philosophical perspectives influence the assumptions that are held by researchers; how 
researchers’ assumptions influence the choice of research methodology; and, 
subsequently, how the choice of research methodology determines the selection of 
research method(s). In this chapter, I use Crotty’s (1998) hierarchy as a means of 
organisational structure. I begin by outlining the epistemological and theoretical 
perspectives that informed the present research. I then go on to outline the research 
methodology. I conclude with an introduction to the methods that were used to identify 
participants, and to collect and analyse data in the present study. 
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Ontology and epistemology  
In the following section I discuss the ontological and epistemological 
perspectives that informed the present research, as they provide a context for the 
methodology and choice of methods that were employed. While many researchers in 
mainstream psychology opt not to outline the perspectives underlying their research, 
potentially due to restrictions in word count that are put in place during the publishing 
process, Darlaston-Jones (2007) argues that it is a crucial step in the research process 
for two reasons. Firstly, researchers must understand their view of reality and the 
meaning that they ascribe to knowledge in order to identify their role in the research 
process, including the inherent biases and prejudices that they inevitably hold. 
Secondly, there is a relationship between philosophical perspective and methodology 
that, when understood, allows for the choice of appropriate methods and the creation of 
meaningful research.  
Potter (1996) agrees with Darlaston-Jones (2007) arguing that researchers must 
declare their ontological and epistemological perspectives because it is impossible for 
readers to evaluate the usefulness or quality of a piece of research without knowing the 
lens that oriented the researcher and inspired the choice of methods. The articulation by 
a researcher of their philosophical perspectives explains how the researcher came to 
formulate their research problem, research questions, and their method of addressing 
those. Furthermore, it encourages reviewers to consider their own philosophical 
perspectives and how these diverge from the author when they are evaluating a 
researcher’s work. This is important because the divergence of perspectives between 
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researcher and reviewer could lead to the unfair dismissal of a researcher’s work 
(Potter, 1996). 
Epistemology comes from the Greek words episteme meaning ‘knowledge’ or 
‘science’ and logos meaning ‘knowledge’, ‘information’, ‘theory’ or ‘account’. It is a 
philosophical term that is used to describe the study of knowledge and the methods used 
to justify knowledge, meaning the criteria used to differentiate truth from falsehood 
(DeRose, 2008; Osborne & Edney, 1992). Thus, epistemology is concerned with the 
creation and dissemination of knowledge and asks questions such as:  
1. Is knowledge possible and about what is knowledge possible? 
2. How do we develop knowledge? 
3. How do we know knowledge is valid?  
4. Is validation internal or external to one’s own mind? (Osborne & Edney, 1992) 
Epistemology can be thought of as occurring on a continuum, with objectivism (i.e., an 
epistemological notion asserting that meaning exists in objects independently of 
consciousness) on one end, and constructivism (i.e., an epistemological notion asserting 
that all meaning is created within one’s consciousness) on the other.  
The present research was steeped in contextualism. Epistemological 
contextualism argues that whether one’s knowledge counts as truth or not depends on 
the context (DeRose, 1992, 1999; Rysiew, 2007). Thus, contextualists maintain that 
‘truth’ either is, or functions very much like, an indexical; that is, an expression whose 
semantic content (or meaning) depends on the context of its use. DeRose (2008) 
explains contextualism by saying that contextualism is a position about knowledge 
attributions (i.e., sentences attributing knowledge to a subject) and denials of 
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knowledge. It is a position that allows for the possibility that different contexts set 
different standards for knowledge. In some contexts the standards for knowledge will be 
unusually high and it will be difficult, if not impossible, for one’s beliefs to count as 
knowledge. In most contexts, however, the standards of knowledge will be 
comparatively low, and one’s beliefs will count as knowledge (DeRose, 1992,1999). 
Given contextualism, as the standards for knowledge go up, it becomes easier for 
statements of possibility to be true and it becomes harder for expressions of impersonal 
certainty to be true (Black, 2003). 
Epistemology is contrasted with ontology, a branch of philosophy that deals 
with the study of what exists. Ontology asks what is the nature and structure of matter, 
experience, practice and interaction in every area of reality. Quite simply, it covers the 
question: “What’s out there to know?” Like epistemological perspectives, ontological 
perspectives can also be thought of as existing on a continuum, with realism (i.e., an 
ontological notion asserting that realities exist outside the mind) on one end, and 
relativism (i.e., an ontological notion that nothing exists outside of the mind) on the 
other. 
The present research was steeped in critical realism. Critical realism is a post-
positivist ontological perspective that originated in the writings of Roy Bhaskar in the 
1970s. Critical realism opposes relativism in the sense that it accepts external realities 
outside of human perception, yet differs from a traditional positivist approach in 
important ways (Collier, 1994; Gorski, 2013). It does not reduce the human experience 
by breaking it into small bits. While critical realism studies the impact of systems on 
people, it does not accept that human systems can be studied as if they were closed and 
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controllable in experimental ways (Gorski, 2013). Furthermore, critical realism 
examines the external world with the knowledge that the examiner does not just 
examine reality, but also helps co-create reality (Collier, 1994). Thus, critical realism 
opposes relativism in the sense that it accepts an external reality outside of us, and is 
somewhat independent of our views of it (Bhaskar, 1989).  
Theoretical perspective 
According to Crotty (1998), a theoretical perspective is a philosophical stance 
that informs methodology. It contains the assumptions that a researcher inevitably 
carries into their chosen methodology; the position of the researcher in the research 
process; the values and biases that a researcher brings to the research process; and, the 
specific role(s) that a researcher plays in the research process. Crotty (1998) contends 
that outlining the theoretical perspective is an important step in the research process, as 
it enables a researcher to maintain critical reflexivity around the production of 
knowledge, and it enables external readers to make an informed assessment of the 
usefulness of that researcher’s knowledge. In the following section I provide the 
theoretical perspective that informed the present research. I include a discussion of: (a) 
the assumptions that informed the research; (b) my position as a researcher; (c) the 
values and biases that I may have brought to the research; and, (d) the role that I played 
in the present research.   
The present research took the theoretical perspective of interpretivism. 
Interpretivism is frequently traced back to the ideas of Weber (1947), and to subsequent 
developments of his ideas by phenomenological sociologists including Schutz (1945), 
Berger and Luckmann (1966), Giddens (1984), and Bourdieu (1990). The interpretivist 
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tradition stipulates that person and the world are inextricably linked through lived 
experience (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2008). Thus, the human world is not a world in 
itself, but rather an experienced world. Another way of saying this is that the world only 
exists in the consciousness of a person. It is for this reason that interpretivism sees 
knowledge as being constituted through one’s lived experience and that the primary 
research object in interpretevist research is one’s lived experience of reality (Smith et 
al., 2008). 
Assumptions. Assumptions refer to the expectations and beliefs that a 
researcher inevitably holds regarding the process of knowledge. Assumptions are 
informed by the ontological and epistemological perspectives (contextualism & critical 
realism in the present research), and by the theoretical perspective (interpretivism in the 
present research). The assumptions that were carried throughout the present research 
were as follows: 
1. Knowledge is not neutral. It reflects the power and social relationships within 
society. Good research is that which has transformative effects, and is therefore 
useful for empowering people and inspiring social change;  
2. All research is influenced by values; thus, researchers must acknowledge, 
legitimise, and promote the importance of values in the development of 
knowledge; 
3. People about whom the research is conducted should be considered active 
agents, rather than objects, of the research; 
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4. Emphasis in the research should be on the participants’ lived experiences and on 
their subjective reality because these provide knowledge of the phenomenon in 
question; and finally, 
5. Multiple interpretations of reality may exist in parallel and evolve over time; 
therefore knowledge of phenomena is best gained through a search for 
regularities (i.e., common experiences) and causal relationships over time. 
Position of the researcher. The position of the researcher refers to the influence 
of the researcher’s personal history (e.g., gender, age, culture, social status & values) 
and power (i.e., the researcher’s relationship with research participants) upon the 
research. This includes the extent to which researchers project themselves onto the 
position of the participants as they interpret and transform participants’ voices. In this 
research, I was the primary researcher. I am an Australian citizen with full access to 
employment, health care, and education. I have never been forced to migrate for 
political or other involuntary reasons. I have undergone two experiences of migration in 
my life. I am Canadian born and migrated legally to Australia at the age of three. I also 
migrated legally to the United States at the age of twenty-six. Though these two events 
have given me some insight into what it means to be separated from family and friends, 
and to be socially isolated, they in no way enable me to understand the experiences of 
participants in the present study, who migrated as refugees from an Eastern, non-
English speaking country where there has been supreme hardship over many years. 
Thus, I considered myself to be an outsider relative to the setting of refugee wellbeing 
in resettlement. 
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 Participants in the present study were an ethnically diverse group of people 
from Burma. The participants migrated to Australia as refugees and occupied a 
marginalised position in Australian society at the time of the research. I identify as a 
white, upper middle-class, 31-year-old woman of Australian and Canadian citizenship 
who is a graduate student and a registered psychologist. These demographics, in the 
context of being the author of this dissertation, place me in both factual and perceived 
positions of privilege, and of cultural, economic, and political authority relative to the 
participants. Therefore, I considered myself to be an outsider relative to the research 
participants.  
In terms of my ability to relate to the position of being marginalised, I can draw 
upon three experiences for some insight. Firstly, I can draw upon my experience as a 
woman living in a patriarchal society. Secondly, I can draw upon my experience as a 
woman living in a culture that sexually objectifies the female body, and that equates a 
woman’s worth with her body’s appearance and sexual functions. And, thirdly, I can 
draw upon my experience as a woman who has travelled extensively in male-dominated 
countries, such as Egypt and Jamaica, where: (a) women hold a position of inferiority, 
(b) women’s roles and experiences are dominated by the interests of men; and, (c) 
Western women are often viewed as sexually available objects to be manipulated for 
personal gain. Though these experiences give me some insight, they do not enable me to 
understand the experiences of participants who are socially, economically, culturally, 
and politically marginalised in Australia.  
It is possible that my position as an outsider, along with my position of power 
and authority, discouraged some participants from speaking freely and openly about 
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their experiences in Australia during the present research. To counteract my position, I 
relied a great deal upon the acceptance and trust of the interpreters. I asked the 
interpreters to include me in social events within the refugee community (e.g., birthday 
parties; soccer matches), and I utilised those events to become better known within, and 
more entrenched within, the community of refugees from Burma, thereby building trust 
and rapport. I also utilised time before and after formal interviews to speak with the 
participants inside and outside of their home. During Time 3 interviews I met two of the 
participants for lunch before conducting the formal interview. I also kept in contact with 
some of the participants between Time 1, 2, and 3 Interviews via brief telephone 
conversations and social media (i.e., Facebook). To counteract my position of power 
and authority, I also took a submissive role to the interpreter during initial interactions 
with participants. I engaged in ongoing reflection of my use of language during 
interactions with participants, being careful to use speech that reflected my view of 
them as the authority of their lives. I shared with participants my agenda, which was to 
privilege their voices in the creation of knowledge, and I deferred authority to 
participants during interviews, allowing them to determine the degree of information 
that they revealed. 
Values and biases. Values and biases refer to the influence of the researcher’s 
subjectivity (i.e., values, personal history, biases) upon the research outcomes. As a 
psychologist trained within the dominant perspective of the absolutist approach to 
psychological knowledge, I have a taken-for-granted tendency to understand 
phenomena from an individualistic perspective. This tendency divorces the experience 
of phenomena from the meaning of phenomena, and results in simplistic binaries. It also 
	  	  
67 
results in the upholding of personal values, meaning those that serve the needs of 
individuals. These include self-determination, personal health, and autonomy. 
Nevertheless, in the last three years I have become increasingly reflexive in regard to 
the epistemological perspectives informing psychological knowledge and to the 
mainstream person-blame ideology. This has led me to develop alternative values that 
place focus on society, including the values of distributive justice and social change.   
I began this research with very little background knowledge of refugee 
wellbeing in resettlement, gathered from my education, career, and personal 
experiences. This knowledge primarily informed me that refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement was a universal experience of either ongoing traumatization or resilience. 
However, during the early stages of data collection and preliminary analysis, as my 
experience working in a private psychiatric hospital led me to become increasingly 
critical of psychological and societal representations of the mentally ill, I began to 
question the usefulness of this dichotomous representation of refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement. Furthermore, I became increasingly interested in reaching a deeper, more 
meaningful understanding of resilience that privileged refugee voices and perspectives, 
and that did not make assumptions based on existing psychological knowledge.  
During data analysis I was keenly aware of those values and biases, and of their 
potential to influence my interpretation of participants’ narratives. My intention as a 
critical researcher was not to remove myself from the interpretation of research findings 
in this research. Nevertheless, it was to maximise participant perspectives, thus I 
continually reflected upon themes as I extracted them by: (a) returning to the raw 
transcripts to explore whether they could be interpreted in different ways, and (b) using 
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contextual observations to further explore what meaning transcripts held for the 
participant, and what influence my subjectivity might be having on the interpretation. 
Role. Role refers to the specific responsibility that a researcher plays in 
collecting and interpreting participant’s voices. In the present research I did not see 
myself as an external observer whose job it was to discover knowledge. Rather, to use 
the traveller metaphor described by Kvale (2007), I considered myself to be like a 
traveller who wanders freely through unknown environments and enters into 
conversations with local inhabitants, asking them questions and encouraging them to 
tell their stories of their own lived world. Thus, I saw my role as an interpreter of 
participant stories. Or, in other words, as an active participant in the research process 
who differentiated and unfolded meaning to generate new knowledge, and to potentially 
inspire new ways of self-understanding and/or insights into previously taken for granted 
values and customs.  
Given my role as an active participant in the present research, I approached 
participant interviews with an understanding that the quality of our interactions would 
determine the nature and usefulness of the knowledge generated in this research. I also 
approached participant interviews with a commitment to maintain a sense of critical 
reflexivity about my role in the generation of knowledge. By critical reflexivity, I mean 
thinking about how the research process was changing me and my way of thinking 
about psychological phenomena; about how my own reactions to the research context 
and the data were making possible certain insights and understandings; and, about how 
my person (i.e., my history, worldview, culture, gender) was influencing the 
information obtained and the knowledge generated. From this approach it should be 
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clear that I saw bias and subjectivity as natural and acceptable in this research, so long 
as I maintained a commitment to critically examine, rather than ignore them.  
Research methodology 
The research methodology is a guideline system or model for addressing 
research aims and questions. The research methodology refers back to epistemology in 
that it encompasses a perspective on how we know, what we know (i.e., what the nature 
of reality is), and what the nature of the relationship is between the knower and the 
known (Crotty, 1998). Therefore, it governs the methods that are utilised in order to 
collect and analyse knowledge. In this section I introduce the research methodology that 
was applied to the present research, provide the rationale for doing so, and briefly 
summarise the doctrines of that methodology. 
For the present research I needed a methodology that was consistent with the 
philosophical underpinnings of critical realism and contextualism. I also needed a 
methodology that would generate explanatory hypotheses; capture the active, meaning-
oriented, intentional nature of psychological phenomena embedded in sociohistorical 
contexts; and, bring the voices of refugees themselves into discussions of refugee 
wellbeing in resettlement. For these reasons, I chose to apply a phenomenological 
methodology to the present research.  
Phenomenology is a philosophical approach to the study of Being; that is, to the 
study of existence and experience (Laverty, 2003; Lewis & Staehler, 2010; Moran & 
Mooney, 2002; Smith et al., 2008). Translated literally from its Greek origin, the 
definition of phenomenology is the science of what appears, where what appears refers 
to the plenitude of objects, sensations, happenings, events, occurrences, processes, 
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emotions, and so forth that enter human consciousness (Lewis & Staehler, 2010; Moran 
& Mooney, 2002). Phenomenology is concerned, not with the nature of what appears, 
but rather with how things appear to human consciousness; meaning, how they are 
experienced and what the experience means (Lewis & Staehler, 2010). The purpose of 
phenomenology then is to gather deep information through inductive, qualitative 
methods about the central meaning or essence of phenomena from the perspectives of 
the people who experience them (Bernet, Kern & Marbach, 1989; Finlay, 2008; 
Laverty, 2003).  
Though phenomenologists generally agree on the goal of accessing lived 
experience, many disagree on how to actually access lived experience in practice. Thus, 
two dominant schools of phenomenology have emerged that differ in their answers to 
the following questions:   
1. How tightly or loosely should phenomenologists define what counts as 
phenomenology?  
2. Should phenomenologists always aim to produce a general (normative) 
description of the phenomenon or is idiographic analysis a legitimate aim?  
3. To what extent should interpretation be involved in descriptions of lived 
experience? 
4. Should phenomenologists set aside or bring to the foreground researcher 
subjectivity?  
5. Should phenomenology be more science than art? (Finlay, 2008; Larkin & 
Thompson, 2012) 
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The two dominant schools of phenomenological research are: a descriptive or 
transcendental approach (Husserl, 1931, 1971) and an interpretative or hermeneutic 
approach (Heidegger, 1927/1962). In the present research, I specifically chose to apply 
an interpretative phenomenological methodology. This is outlined below.  
Interpretative phenomenology. Interpretative phenomenology is not so much 
interested in the description of phenomena, but in making the meaning within 
participants’ accounts of everyday experiences explicit—specifically, the links between 
participants and their life-worlds. Interpretative phenomenology rejects the 
transcendental claim that phenomena have true essences that can be objectively known 
through the process of bracketing pre-conceptions (Larkin & Thompson, 2012). Rather, 
it argues that people are constantly interpreting (not perceiving) the world around them 
and, as a result, each person’s concept of the world is made up of their interpretations 
(Moran & Mooney, 2002). Furthermore, interpretative phenomenology argues that a 
person’s interpretations are simultaneously influenced by and limited by the social 
structures and resources in which they live. Thus, the perception of phenomena is 
always influenced by and guided by the perceiver’s own experiential, historical, and 
cultural background, and the pre-conceived ideas that the perceiver has about that 
phenomena (Lewis & Staehler, 2010; Moran & Mooney, 2002). Larkins, Watts and 
Clifton (2006) describe this perspective as that of a person always being a person-in-
context.  
In interpretative phenomenology, holding pre-conceived ideas about phenomena 
is referred to as fore-having, fore-sight or fore-conception. Heidegger (1927/1962) 
believed that it is the acknowledgement of this fore-having that enables one to revise 
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how they know and understand phenomena. Thus, in interpretative phenomenology 
interpretative understanding of phenomena is achieved through the examination of fore-
conceptions and the bringing about of new meaning, which occurs through a process 
called the hermeneutic circle (Larkins et al., 2006; Lewis & Staehler, 2010; Moran & 
Mooney, 2002; Smith et al., 2008). Within the circle, an interpreter engages in a 
dialogue with text about the experience of the phenomenon they are interested in, whilst 
also examining the origin and validity of his/her own fore-meanings about that 
phenomenon (Gadamer, 1989; Lye, 1996). It is through this analysis and interpretation 
that the interpreter reaches a revised, deeper understanding of the meaning of the 
phenomenon in question (Larkins et al., 2006).  
Although interpretative phenomenology remarks that it is impossible to remove 
one’s subjectivity, thoughts, and meaning systems from one’s perception of the world 
(as transcendental phenomenology would attempt; Finlay, 2008), this does not mean 
that interpretative phenomenology is steeped in a purely relativist ontology. Indeed, 
Heidegger (1927/1962) conceived of “things” (e.g., an atom, a cell, a self, a body) as 
existing in reality outside of human existence, yet he held that the meaning and nature 
of those “things” was relative. Thus, Heidegger’s ontological perspective is neither 
realist nor relativist, but somewhere in between these approaches. His perspective has 
been described by many as one of critical realism, which accepts that there are stable 
and enduring features of reality that exist independently of human conceptualisation 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Willig, 1999).  
Furthermore, Heidegger’s (1927/1962) epistemological perspective is also 
located in the middle of two dominant theories, the objectivist and constructivist 
	  	  
73 
positions. This means that interpretative phenomenology aims to give voice to 
participants in such a way that the phenomena is allowed maximal opportunity to show 
itself as itself, while understanding that participant’s voices will always be mediated 
through the research process and the researchers’ understandings (Larkins et al., 2006). 
Consequently, interpretative phenomenology sees the researcher as playing an active 
role in analysis. 
There were a number of reasons why I felt that an interpretative phenomenological 
methodology would be appropriate for the present research. An interpretative 
phenomenological methodology does not aim to confirm or disconfirm hypotheses, or 
to identify true, valid, or reliable knowledge. Rather, it aims to deconstruct or to unfold 
phenomena in order to discover meaning and intent. That aim was consistent with my 
intention to explore meaning and experience inductively, not cause and effect within a 
deductive paradigm, in the present research, and with my desire to generate explanatory 
hypotheses. Furthermore, interpretative phenomenology: (a) gives subjectivity a 
privileged position in the research process; (b) sees the researcher as playing an 
important role in shaping research findings; (c) views inquiry as value-laden; and, (d) 
attempts to capture the essence of a lived experience by gathering commonalities 
amongst all participants. Those characteristics were also consistent with the ontological, 
epistemological and theoretical perspectives underpinning the current research.  
Research methods 
Research methods are the specific procedures or tools that a researcher uses to 
collect and analyse data (Crotty, 1998). There are a variety of data collection and data 
analysis methods that can be used within an interpretative phenomenological 
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methodology. The most popular form of data collection method is the use of qualitative, 
semi-structured interviews. These were utilised in the present study at all three times of 
data collection (i.e., for Time 1, Time 2 & Time 3 Interviews). The most popular form 
of data analysis method is the use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA; 
Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2008). This method was utilised in the present study 
following the first two periods of data collection (i.e., for data stemming from Time 1 & 
Time 2 Interviews). Thematic Analysis (TA; Braun & Clarke, 2006) is another 
commonly used method of data analysis. This method was utilised in the present study 
following the third period of data collection (i.e., for data stemming from Time 3 
Interviews). In the following section I discuss the use of those methods in more detail, 
and I provide a rationale for their inclusion in the present study.  
The qualitative, semi-structured interview. In this section I provide an 
overview of the use of qualitative, semi-structured interviews in phenomenological 
research and a rationale for why I chose to utilise qualitative, semi-structured interviews 
in the present study. The qualitative, semi-structured interview is arguably the most 
commonly used method of collecting data in qualitative research (DiCicco-Bloom & 
Crabtree, 2006; Smith & Osborn, 2008; Willig, 2008). Generally organised around a set 
of predetermined open-ended questions, with other questions emerging from the 
dialogue between interviewer and interviewee, the semi-structured interview is an 
interaction in the form of a one-to-one conversation that enables participants to tell their 
stories in their own words, thus offering researchers access to participant’s ideas, 
thoughts, emotions and memories (Reinhartz, 1992; Smith et al., 2008).  
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The qualitative, semi-structured interview typically takes between 30 minutes to 
several hours to complete. Interview schedules, which are lists of themes and questions 
that can be asked in any order, are frequently used as guides to elicit discussion that will 
be relevant to answering the research question(s) (David & Sutton, 2004; Smith et al., 
2008). Because the semi-structured interview aims to explore subjective experiences in 
depth by encouraging spontaneous and free speech amongst interviewees, rapport 
between the researcher (interviewer) and participant (interviewee) is essential. 
Researchers must therefore ensure that they establish a safe and comfortable 
environment for interviews to take place; an environment characterised by trust and 
respect for the interviewee(s) (Hermanns, 2004; Hopf, 2004).  
In qualitative, semi-structured interviews both the interviewer and the 
interviewee are considered active participants (Gillham, 2000). The interviewer is active 
in that they conduct the conversation as they see fit; ask questions as they deem it 
suitable in the words that they consider best; provide explanations and request 
clarifications; prompt the interviewees to expand when needed; and, probe for views 
and opinions with the intention of exploring new paths not initially considered (Gray, 
2008). With careful listening the interviewer may come to unveil the sense and 
meanings of speech, and to unveil the mystery of the meaning of an experience in the 
participant’s life-world. The interviewee is also active in that their responses guide the 
interview and their participation determines the degree of information acquired (Smith, 
1995).  
Qualitative, semi-structured interviews are particularly suited for the study of 
complex psychological phenomena (Smith, 1995). They allow for the researcher to be 
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open-minded and therefore surprised by what emerges; they enable participants’ to tell 
their stories in their own way; and, they enable a rich, detailed, and at times unexpected 
account of experiences. It is these qualities and their compatibility with the perspectives 
of critical realism, contextualism, and interpretivism that led me to select the 
qualitative, semi-structured interview as the method of data collection in this research.  
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). In this section I provide an 
overview of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and a rationale for why I 
chose to utilise IPA in the present study. IPA is a qualitative approach to analysis that 
works with transcripts of qualitative interviews. IPA is aimed at examining how people 
make sense of their life experiences (Smith et al., 2008). This means that IPA focuses 
particularly on an individual’s personal perception or account of an event or state and 
does not attempt to produce an objective record of the event or state itself (Smith, 
2011). IPA has a specific ontological and epistemological underpinning (i.e., critical 
realism & contextualism; Larkins et al., 2006); a specific theoretical framework (i.e., 
phenomenology); and, a specific objective (i.e., to answer research questions about 
people’s experiences and perspectives (Smith et al., 2008).   
 IPA is heavily influenced by interpretative phenomenology. It asserts that a 
researcher can never gain direct access to a participant’s lived experience, therefore it 
aims to explore participants’ experiences from their own perspective while recognizing 
that the researcher’s subjectivity, as well as the nature of the interaction between 
researcher and participant, will inevitably influence that exploration (Larkin & 
Thompson, 2012). IPA follows systematic procedures that begin with narrow units of 
analysis (e.g., analysing significant statements in a narrative), then move to broader 
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units (e.g., analysing meaning), and finally culminate in a detailed description that 
amalgamates both units of analysis to reveal the essence of what participants have 
experienced and how they have experienced it (Smith & Osborne, 2008). Thus, it begins 
at an individual level of analysis, revealing the meaning (i.e., ideas, thoughts, feelings) 
of an experience for each participant, and then moves to a general level of analysis, 
revealing the meaning of an experience for the participant group as a whole (Larkins et. 
al., 2006). Meaning in IPA is referred to as a theme, and it reflects both a phenomenon 
that matters to the participants and also what the meaning of that phenomenon is for the 
participants. IPA identifies emerging themes throughout the text and also superordinate 
themes, which are much broader categories that capture patterns in the emerging themes 
(Smith & Osborn, 2008).  
There were four reasons that I chose IPA to analyse data from the Time 1 and 
Time 2 Interviews. Firstly, IPA focuses on understanding an individual’s lived 
experience and how participants make sense of that personal experience (Shaw, 2001; 
Smith, 2004). This was consistent with my desire to explore the experience of refugee 
resettlement so as to unfold wellbeing. Secondly, IPA is interpretative, meaning that 
understanding an individual’s lived experience in IPA depends upon, and is complicated 
by, the researcher’s own preconceived ideas (Smith, 2004). This was consistent with the 
theoretical perspective and critical methodology informing the present research.  
Thirdly, IPA is idiographic in the sense that it starts with the detailed 
examination of one participant, until some degree of saturation has been achieved, and 
then moves onto a second participant until all participants in the research have been 
examined and the researcher can conduct cross-participant analysis. This enables the 
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researcher to reveal individual experiences as well as reveal shared experiences across a 
sample of participants. This idiographic approach was consistent with my intention to 
acknowledge the complexity of experiences in resettlement and to allow for unexpected, 
surprising results to arise. Finally, IPA is inductive, as it involves techniques that allow 
for unanticipated or unpredicted themes to emerge during analysis and does not involve 
specific hypotheses based on the literature. This was consistent with the aims, 
theoretical perspective and critical methodology underlying this research.  
Thematic analysis (TA). In this section I provide an overview of Thematic 
Analysis (TA) and provide a rationale for why I also chose to utilise TA in the present 
study. TA is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting themes (i.e., repeated 
patterns of meaning) within data. TA can be applied across the epistemological and 
ontological spectrum meaning that TA can be an essentialist/realist method (e.g., 
reporting the experiences, meanings & reality of participants); a constructionist method 
(e.g., examining the ways in which events, realities, meanings, experiences reflect a 
range of discourses operating within society); or, TA can be located somewhere 
between essentialism and constructionism, characterised by theories such as critical 
realism. As a result, there is great divergence in how TA can be performed. Braun and 
Clarke (2006) submit that the way in which TA is used depends upon a researcher’s 
philosophical underpinnings and the subsequent choices that a researcher makes in 
regard to the: coding of themes; goal of analysis; identification of themes; and, level of 
analysis. These are explored below.   
Coding of themes refers to what a researcher actually counts as (or how a 
researcher operationalises) a theme in their analysis. One common method is to 
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delineate themes based on quantifiable prevalence. Another is to delineate themes based 
on an identified themes’ ability to capture something important in relation to the overall 
research question. Goal of analysis refers to what a researcher wishes to produce with 
their analysis: either a rich description of the overall data set or a detailed account of 
one particular aspect of the data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Identification of themes 
refers to how a researcher identifies themes. This can be done either inductively or 
theoretically.  
In the inductive approach to theme identification, data is collected specifically 
for the research and the themes are data driven, meaning that they are strongly linked to 
the data themselves and may have little to do with the specific questions asked of the 
participants (Patton, 1990). In the theoretical approach to theme identification, themes 
are driven by a researcher’s theoretical interest in the phenomena under investigation, 
which tends to provide a less detailed analysis of some aspects of the data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). It is worth noting that even in the inductive approach to TA, there is 
recognition that the researcher can never free themselves of their theoretical and 
epistemological commitments; thus, data is never coded in an epistemological vacuum.  
Level of analysis refers to what level the researcher wishes to identify themes at, 
and this can be either semantic or latent (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The semantic 
approach focuses on identifying themes at the explicit or surface level of the data (i.e., 
what a participant says). At this level, the TA procedure involves a progression from 
organising data to show patterns in semantic content (i.e., description) to theorizing the 
significance of those patterns, and their broader meanings and implications (i.e., 
interpretation; Bryman, 2001). The latent level tends to overlap with some forms of 
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Discourse Analysis, where broader assumptions, structures and meanings are theorised 
as underpinning what is actually articulated in the data. Thus, at this level the analysis 
focuses on identifying the ideas, assumptions and conceptualisations that shape or 
inform the semantic content of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
There were four reasons that I chose TA to analyse data from the Time 3 Interviews. 
Firstly, TA can be underpinned by phenomenology. Secondly, TA can be used to 
address questions about people’s experiences and perspectives. Thirdly, TA can be used 
to analyse qualitative, semi-structured interview transcripts. Thus, TA was consistent 
with the methodology and theoretical perspective underlying this research. Unlike 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), which focuses on the unique 
characteristics of individual participants as well as the patterning of meaning across 
participants, TA involves developing each stage of analysis across the whole dataset 
and therefore it focuses mainly on the patterning of meaning across participants as a 
whole (Larkins et al., 2006; Reicher & Taylor, 2005). This patterning of meaning across 
the entire data set was consistent with my intention, in the final stage of this research, to 
achieve a rich, thematic description of the entire data set, rather than to focus on any 
individual analysis.  
Overview of the chapter 
In this chapter I offered an outline of the epistemological and ontological 
underpinnings of the present research, the theoretical perspective informing the present 
research, and the research methodology chosen. In doing so, I described the type of 
knowledge that the present research aimed to produce (i.e., phenomenological); the 
assumptions of the research methodology (i.e., critical realism & contextualism); and, 
	  	  
81 
my role in the research process (i.e., an active participant responsible for providing 
interpretation). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  	  
82 
CHAPTER 4  
Methods 
In chapter 3 I offered an outline of (a) the epistemological and ontological 
underpinnings of the present research; (b) the theoretical perspective informing the 
present research; and, (c) the research methodology chosen. In this chapter I provide 
full details of the research methods that were employed in the present research. This 
includes details of the methods that were used to identify and recruit participants, the 
methods that were used to collect data, and the methods that were used to analyse data. I 
systematically describe the methods according to the following categories: research 
design, participants, materials, procedure, and analysis.  
Research design 
In this section I provide a brief overview of the research design that was 
employed in the present dissertation. The research design is also presented symbolically 
in Figure 1. In the present research I employed a qualitative research design consisting 
of three discrete periods of data collection and analysis. The first two periods of data 
collection comprised a qualitative, semi-structured interview that was designed to gain a 
phenomenological understanding of refugee wellbeing in resettlement. The first 
interview was conducted during participants’ first year of resettlement and the second 
interview was conducted approximately three years later. Following both interviews, 
data in the form of interview transcripts was analysed using Interpretive 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).  
The third period of data collection involved a qualitative, semi-structured 
interview that was designed to gain a phenomenological understanding of refugee 
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wellbeing in resettlement, and to elicit participant feedback on the meaning and 
experience of refugee wellbeing, as it had emerged during first two data analyses, and 
as it was experienced at the time of the third interview. The third period of data 
collection was also designed to elicit participants’ view of the problems and priorities of 
refugee wellbeing in resettlement. Following the third interview, data in the form of 
interview transcripts was analysed using Thematic Analysis (TA).  
 
 
Figure 1. The research process, including interview times, research aims and method of 
analysis 
Participants 
In this section I present details of the participants who took part in the present 
research. Information on participants is presented in two sub-sections. These are: 
recruitment and sampling methods, and participant characteristics. Recruitment and 
sampling methods outlines how the participants were sampled and recruited for each 
period of data collection. Participant characteristics outlines who the participants were, 
• Time	  1	  Interviews	  	  • Aim:	  Explicate	  meaning	  &	  experience	  of	  wellbeing	  IPA	   • Time	  2	  Interviews	  	  • Aim:	  Explicate	  meaning	  &	  experience	  of	  wellbeing	  
IPA	   • Time	  3	  Interviews	  • Aim:	  Explicate	  meaning	  &	  experience	  of	  wellbeing.	  Elicit	  feedback.	  TA	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how many participants there were, and what the participants’ relevant demographic 
information was (e.g., ethnicity, time in Australia, socio-economic background & 
degree of English language proficiency). Note: In the interest of protecting participants’ 
privacy, culturally appropriate pseudonyms are used in place of participants’ actual 
names for the entirety of this dissertation. 
Participant recruitment and sampling methods. In the following section I 
describe how the research participants were sampled and recruited for each period of 
data collection.   
Time 1 interviews. The present study built upon a program of research on the 
pre-migratory, migratory, and post-migratory experiences of a wider group of refugees 
from Burma. As such, Time 1 interviews were conducted as part of an initial 
investigation by Shakespeare-Finch, Schweitzer, King, and Brough (2014). In that 
investigation, participants were recruited for Time 1 Interviews via purposive sampling, 
combined with the snowball technique, from a not-for-profit community organisation 
providing services to resettling refugees living in and around the city of Brisbane in 
South-Eastern Australia. Given the linguistic diversity of the participants, a man of 
Chin ethnicity, who spoke Burmese and Chin dialects, was employed to assist with 
recruitment by interpreting spoken words and translating written documents. The 
interpreter took the responsibility of calling and inviting participants to partake in the 
research project, as well as the responsibility of bringing participants to the Time 1 
Interview. Thus, the researchers’ (Shakespeare-Finch et al., 2014) first point of contact 
with participants was on the day of the Time 1 Interviews. 
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Time 2 interviews. Participants who took part in the Time 2 interviews were 
recruited based on their participation in Time 1 interviews. Specifically, participants 
who took part in Time 1 Interviews were contacted via telephone and invited to take 
part in a second, follow-up interview. Given the linguistic diversity of the participants, 
an interpreter was employed to assist with recruitment. The interpreter who provided 
translation and interpretation services for the first round of interviews was unable to 
reengage, as he was overseas at the time of the Time 2 Interviews. Thus, a man of 
Karen ethnicity, who spoke Karen and Burmese dialects, was employed to assist with 
interpreting spoken words and translating written documents. The interpreter and I met 
on three occasions to telephone potential participants and invite them to take part in 
Time 2 Interviews. It was necessary to organise three meetings, as some participants 
were not reached on the first and second attempts.  
During the first meeting between myself and the interpreter, an agenda was 
derived to guide the interpreter’s telephone conversations with potential participants. 
The agenda was as follows:  
1. Introduce himself and his role as an interpreter for a PhD student at QUT; 
2. Ask person if they recall partaking in an interview with named researcher from 
QUT upon first arriving in Australia; 
3. Explain that a PhD student is now intending to meet with the people who 
participated in those interviews, because she would like to know what the 
subsequent three years living in Australia have been like for those people;   
4. Invite person to participate in an interview; 
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5. If no: thank them and provide contact details in case they have questions at a 
later date; 
6. If yes: explore preference for location of interview, at home or at university; 
7. Schedule appointment date and time according to all of our (i.e., participant, 
interpreter, myself) availabilities;  
8. Check if the person has any additional questions or concerns. 
Time 3 interviews. Participants who took part in the Time 3 interviews were 
recruited based on their participation in Time 1 and Time 2 interviews. Specifically, 
participants who took part in Time 1 and 2 Interviews were contacted by telephone and 
invited to partake in a third, follow-up interview. Given the linguistic diversity of the 
participants, the interpreter who provided translation and interpretation services at the 
time of the second interviews was re-engaged to assist with recruitment. The interpreter 
and myself met on two occasions to telephone potential participants and invite them to 
partake Time 3 Interviews. It was necessary to organise two meetings, as some 
participants were unable to be reached on the first attempt. During the first meeting, an 
agenda was derived to guide the interpreter’s telephone conversations with potential 
participants. The agenda was as follows:  
1. Re-introduce himself and his role as an interpreter for a PhD student from QUT 
(i.e., myself) to participants;  
2. Ask person if they recall partaking in an interview one year ago;  
3. Explain that the researcher (i.e., myself) is now intending to meet with the 
people who participated in interviews because she would like to share the 
findings of those interviews with them, hear their opinion of those findings, and 
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discuss ideas of what would be helpful in resettlement so as to create together a 
summary of what resettlement is like and what would be most useful for 
refugees in resettlement;   
4. Invite person to participate in an interview; 
5. If no: thank them and provide contact details in case they have questions at a 
later date; 
6. If yes: schedule appointment date and time; 
7. Check if the person has any additional questions or concerns. 
Of the twelve participants who were contacted to take part in Time 3 Interviews, 
nine readily agreed to be involved; two could not be located (i.e., their telephone 
numbers & addresses were no longer current); and, one declined to be interviewed. The 
participant who refused to be interviewed reported that her husband had become a 
prominent member of the Karen community and she did not want to express her 
opinions, out of respect for his position.  
Participant characteristics. In this section I reveal the characteristics of 
participants who took part in Time 1, 2, and 3 Interviews. There was much diversity in 
the participant sample, with participants varying in ethnicity, gender, age, marital status, 
English language ability, and socioeconomic background. Not only was there diversity 
in the sample at the time of the first interviews, but diversity also arose between each 
period of data collection, as participants experienced changes to their marital statuses, 
financial statuses, employment statuses, English language ability, age, and so forth. 
Table 1 presents an overview of gender, ethnicity, age, and marital status for all of the 
participants’ over all three periods of data collection. A more comprehensive summary 
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of each participant and their characteristics at each stage of data collection is offered in 
the three sections below.  
 
Table 1 
Participant characteristics at Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 interviews 
 Time 1 Interview Time 2 Interview Time 3 Interview 
Gender    
 Male 6 6 6 
 Female 6 6 3 
Ethnicity    
 Arakan 1 1 1 
 Tedim 1 1 0 
 Kachin 1 1 1 
 Rohingyan 1 1 1 
 Burmese 2 2 2 
 Chin 3 3 2 
 Karen 3 3 2 
Age Range 18-58 21-61 32-62 
Marital Status    
 Married 6 9 6 
 Single 4 0 0 
 Divorced 2 2 2 
 Widowed 0 1 1 
  
Participant characteristics at Time 1. At the time of the first interview, which 
took place between July and October 2008, participants consisted of six males and six 
females (N = 12) aged between 18 and 58 years. All were Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) classified refugees who had arrived from 
Burma via the Australian offshore humanitarian program between the years of 2008 and 
2008. Seven of the twelve participants had arrived in, and were continuing to live in, 
Australia without any of their immediate family members. Five of the twelve 
participants had arrived in Australia with at least one of their family members. In this 
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section, I introduce each participant and their characteristics at the time of the first 
interview. 
Participant #1: Nu. Nu, an unmarried, Chin woman in her late teens, had been 
living in Australia for approximately six months when Time 1 Interviews occurred. Nu 
told the interviewer that she was alone in Australia, having left her parents and siblings 
behind in Burma. Nu also reported that she was enrolled in, but was not yet attending, 
high school on the south side of Brisbane. Nu reported that she had been a student in 
secondary school before becoming a refugee; thus, she had never been employed, and 
she was dependent upon financial benefits from the Australian Government for survival. 
Because Nu was 17 when she arrived, she had been placed in housing with another 
family from Burma. Nu reported that she did not like living with this family. Nu had 
great difficulty with English at the time of the first interview and was reliant upon the 
interpreter to communicate.   
Participant #2: Swan. At the time of the first interview, Swan, an unmarried, 
Tedim woman in her thirties, told the interviewer that she had migrated to Australia 
without any friends or family. Swan reported that she was living in an apartment with 
two people from Burma, but she could not communicate with them because they were 
from different ethnic backgrounds and therefore spoke a different language. Swan, who 
had a secondary level education, was unemployed at the time of the first interview. 
Therefore, Swan was reliant upon financial benefits for survival. Swan told the 
interviewer that she had been a childcare worker in Burma and that she hoped to return 
to that profession in Australia. Swan had great difficulty with the English language (she 
relied upon the interpreter to communicate with the interviewer). It was her aim to study 
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English through the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP), thereby enabling her to 
study and then ultimately work in the Australian childcare industry.     
Participant #3: Thiri. At the time of the first interview, Thiri, a married, middle 
aged Karen woman, reported that she had arrived in Australia with her husband and one 
of her daughters. Thiri was unemployed and had a secondary school level education, but 
she did not intend on returning to her previous occupation in Australia (Thiri had been a 
teacher in Burma). Instead, Thiri reported that she would be interested in completing 
volunteer work once she acquired adequate English language skills. Thiri told the 
interviewer that she had great difficulty with English (she relied upon the interpreter to 
communicate with the interviewer); thus, Thiri had enrolled in English classes through 
the AMEP. At the time of the first interview Thiri was renting a home with her husband 
and was dependent upon financial benefits from the Australian Government for 
survival.  
Participant #4: Lay. Lay, a woman of Karen ethnicity aged in her early twenties, 
told the interviewer that she was living in Australia with her parents (Thiri & Htin) at 
the time of the first interview. Lay was able to speak some English with the interviewer, 
reporting that she had worked as a teacher at the refugee camp where she had 
previously lived (in Thailand). Lay told the interviewer that she had a secondary level 
education and that she planned to study English in Australia through the AMEP, before 
going on to study education or law. Lay was unemployed at the time of the first 
interview, was reliant upon financial benefits from the Australian Government for 
survival, and was renting a home with her parents.  
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Participant #5: Lily. At the time of the first interview, Lily, a married, middle-
aged Burmese woman, reported that she was living with her husband and three children, 
all of whom had migrated to Australia together. Lily had a primary school level 
education and could not speak any English (she relied upon an interpreter to 
communicate with the interviewer), however this did not bother Lily. Lily told the 
interviewer that she planned to continue being a housewife in Australia. Lily also 
reported that her husband spoke English fluently, therefore Lily did not feel that she 
needed to learn English. Nevertheless, Lily had enrolled in English classes through the 
AMEP, so that her family could spend time together studying. At the time of the first 
interview, Lily was unemployed and dependent upon financial benefits from the 
Australian Government for survival.  
Participant #6: Myra. At the time of the first interview, Myra, a divorced, 
middle-aged, Kachin woman, was alone in Australia. Myra told the interviewer that her 
four children remained in Burma - they were living there with Myra’s father-in-law. 
Myra, who had a secondary school level education and had been a small business owner 
in Burma, was unemployed at the time of the first interview. However, her priority in 
Australia was to obtain full-time employment and to start saving money to support her 
children’s migration (at the time of the first interview Myra was reliant upon financial 
benefits from the Australian Government). Because Myra understood that English was 
necessary skill to work in Australia, and because she had no English language skills, 
Myra told the interviewer that she had enrolled in English classes through the AMEP.  
Participant #7: Htoo. Htoo, a married, middle-aged Rohingyan man, had been 
in Australia for approximately six months at the time of the first interview. Htoo told 
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the interviewer that his wife, son, daughter, and grandson all remained overseas. Thus, 
Htoo was renting a room in a shared apartment along with three other refugees from 
Burma. Htoo, who had worked as an opium farmer prior to migrating, and who had no 
formal education, was unemployed at the time of the first interview. He was dependent 
upon financial benefits from the Australian Government for survival and he had no 
English ability. Htoo was enrolled in English classes through the AMEP, but he 
reported that he had little motivation to learn English. His priority was to be reunited 
with his family. 
Participant #8: Taw. At the time of the first interview, Taw, a divorced, middle-
aged Chin man, was living alone in Australia. Taw told the interviewer that he had been 
a miner and a soldier in Burma, thus he had no formal education. He was unemployed 
and dependent upon financial benefits in order to survive. Taw had no English ability 
and relied upon the interpreter to communicate with the interviewer. However, Taw had 
not enrolled in English classes at the time of the first interview. Taw stated that he had 
been focused on accessing health care since arriving in Australia, because he had a back 
injury (incurred while living in the refugee camp) that caused him severe, chronic pain. 
Taw’s primary motivation for migrating to Australia was to access medical care that he 
believed would be of a much higher quality than was available anywhere else.  
Participant #9: Htin. At the time of the first interview, Htin, a married, middle-
aged Karen man, reported that he had arrived in Australia with his wife and one of his 
daughters. Htin had a fairly good command of English and communicated directly with 
the interviewer, using the interpreter only occasionally. Htin reported that he had a 
secondary school level education and that he was a teacher in Burma, but he did not 
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expect to work as a teacher in Australia, due to his age. Htin was unemployed and 
dependent upon the Australian Government for financial assistance at the time of the 
first interview. He was renting a home with his wife and daughter, and was enrolled in 
English classes through the AMEP.  
Participant #10: Than. At the time of the first interview, Than, a married, 
middle-aged Burmese man, reported that he had arrived in Australia with his wife and 
six children. They lived together in a rented home. Than told the interviewer that he had 
been a carpenter in Burma (Than had no formal education). Thus, Than hoped to find 
similar work as a carpenter or other tradesman in Australia. Until then, Than reported, 
he was planning to enrol in English classes through the AMEP. Than told the 
interviewer that he was dependent upon financial benefits from the Australian 
Government for survival.   
Participant #11: Ko. At the time of the first interview, Ko, a married, elderly 
Arakan man, reported that he was alone in Australia, having left his wife overseas in 
Burma. Thus, Ko reported that he was living with two housemates, who were also from 
Burma, in a shared home. At the time of the first interview, Ko had great difficulty with 
English and relied upon the interpreter for communication. Ko stated that he had been a 
law student in Burma and that he planned to return to law school in Australia. Thus, Ko 
had enrolled in English classes through the AMEP. At the time of the first interview, Ko 
was unemployed and dependent upon the Australia Government for financial survival.  
Participant #12. We Se. At the time of the first interview, We Se, an unmarried, 
middle-aged Chin man, reported that he had arrived in Australia without his parents or 
siblings. We Se told the interviewer that he would like to be reunited with his parents in 
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Australia. We Se reported that he had been a teacher overseas and that he ultimately 
hoped to become a social worker in Australia. He had a university level education and 
spoke English well. We Se was able to communicate with the interviewer without the 
use of an interpreter.  
Participant characteristics at Time 2. All of the participants who took part in 
Time 1 Interviews agreed to take part in Time 2 interviews. At the time of the second 
interview (which occurred between March & May 2012) participants consisted of six 
males and six females (N = 12) aged between 21 and 61 years of age. At the time of the 
second interview, some participants had experienced changes to their characteristics, 
including marital status, employment status, or English language ability. For example, 
at the time of the second interview, two of the seven participants who had reported 
being separated from their family members at Time 1 had been reunited with at least 
one family member in Australia. Another two of the seven participants who had 
reported being separated from their family members at Time 1 had been married in 
Australia (however, they remained separated from other family members in Burma or 
another third country). Thus, at the time of the second interview five of the twelve 
participants remained separated from their immediate family members, while seven of 
the twelve participants had at least one family member with them in Australia. In this 
section I highlight the changes to participant characteristics for each participant who 
took part in Time 2 Interviews.  
Participant #1: Nu. At the time of the second interview, Nu reported that she 
had graduated from high school, that she had married a Burmese man, and that she was 
pregnant with her first child. Nu also reported that she had been reunited with her 
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parents and siblings, who had arrived in Australia approximately six months before the 
second interview. Nu remained unemployed (she had no desire to find employment 
until after the birth of her child) and was reliant upon financial benefits from the 
Australian Government for survival. Nu rented a house with her husband and stated that 
her husband was having difficulty finding work. Nu was able to speak English with 
some difficulty and relied upon the interpreter to communicate with me.  
Participant #2: Swan. At the time of the second interview, Swan stated that she 
continued to have great difficulty with English, despite continuing to attend English 
classes through the Australian Migrant English Program (AMEP). Indeed, Swan relied 
upon the interpreter to communicate with me. Swan told me that, since the time of the 
first interview, she had married a man from Burma and was now living with him and 
two refugees from Burma in a shared home. Swan stated that she remained unemployed 
despite desiring full-time work and that she continued to be dependent on financial 
benefits for survival.  
Participant #3: Thiri. At the time of the second interview, Thiri reported that 
she could now understand spoken English quite well, but she did not feel confident 
speaking the language. Thus, she chose to utilise the interpreter to communicate with 
me. Thiri told me that she continued to rent a home with her husband, that she remained 
unemployed despite desiring part-time volunteer work, and that she continued to be 
reliant on financial benefits from the Australian Government for survival.  
Participant #4: Lay. At the time of the second interview, Lay was heavily 
pregnant. Lay reported that since the time of her first interview she had met a man from 
the Karen community, married, and fallen pregnant with her first child. Furthermore, 
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she had studied English and obtained a certificate in childcare. Lay reported that she 
was unemployed and living off savings, however she intended to find work in a 
childcare facility shortly after the birth of her child. Lay reported that her English 
language skills had not improved between the first and second interviews, despite her 
attending classes with the AMEP. Nevertheless, Lay was able to communicate directly 
with me in English, with only some support from the interpreter. Lay stated that she was 
renting a home with her husband.  
Participant #5: Lily. At the time of the second interview, Lily reported that since 
the first interview her husband had died, leaving her alone with their two children. Lily 
reported that she continued to rent the same house that she had lived in at the time of the 
first interview, but that she was unemployed and reliant on financial benefits from the 
Australian Government for survival. Lily stated that she had great difficulty with 
English. Indeed, she relied entirely upon the interpreter for communication with me.   
Participant #6: Myra. At the time of the second interview, Myra reported that 
she had been reunited with one of her four children. She was now renting an apartment 
for herself and her child. Myra stated that her other three children remained in Burma 
because their applications for migration to Australia under the remaining relatives 
program had been denied. Myra told me that she was working part-time stocking 
shelves at a local business. While Myra reported that she attended English classes for a 
short while after arriving in Australia, she stopped attending as soon as she found her 
part-time job. Myra was unable to communicate without the assistance of the 
interpreter.  
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Participant #7: Htoo. At the time of the second interview, Htoo’s family 
remained overseas and he remained unemployed. Htoo told me that he was living in an 
apartment by himself, that he was reliant upon the Australian Government for survival. 
He had not commenced English classes because he could not focus on that task without 
his family. Thus, Htoo had no English language skills at the time of the second 
interview. He could not communicate with me without the assistance of the interpreter.  
Participant #8: Taw. At the time of the second interview, Taw told me that he 
remained unemployed and dependent upon the Australian Government for financial 
assistance. Taw had great difficulty with English and relied upon the interpreter for 
communication. Taw reported that his medical condition had not been adequately 
addressed in Australia. Thus, he continued to experience chronic pain. At the time of 
the second interview, Taw continued to rent an apartment by himself. 
Participant #9: Htin. At the time of the second interview, Htin reported that he 
had obtained unpaid part-time volunteer work. He remained reliant on financial benefits 
from the Australian Government for survival and continued to rent a home with his 
wife. Htin stated that he continued to have some difficulty with English. His English 
had not improved despite attending classes through the AMEP. Htin was able to 
communicate directly with only a slight accent, but he required an interpreter to help 
him understand and communicate some concepts.  
Participant #10: Than. At the time of the second interview, Than reported that 
he remained unemployed and reliant upon the Australian Government for financial 
assistance. Than continued to have great difficulty with English and relied upon the 
interpreter. Than continued to rent a home with his wife and children.  
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Participant #11: Ko. At the time of the second interview, Ko reported that his 
English had improved. Ko attempted to speak in English during the interview. He spoke 
with a thick accent, yet it was possible to understand him with effort to focus and seek 
some clarification. At some points in the interview, Ko sought the interpreter’s 
assistance. Ko reported that he remained separated from his wife and continued to rent a 
house with other refugees from Burma. Ko remained unemployed and was dependent 
upon the Australian Government for financial support.  
Participant #12. We Se. At the time of the second interview, We Se reported that 
he remained separated from his parents and siblings. Nevertheless, he had married an 
Australian woman. His in-laws had purchased a home for him and his wife. We Se was 
now fluent in English, studying at university, and working part-time at a refugee 
resettlement agency. Thus, he felt positive that he would be able to achieve his goal of 
becoming a social worker in the future. 
Participant characteristics at Time 3. Nine of the twelve participants who took 
part in Time 1 and Time 2 Interviews agreed to take part in Time 3 interviews. Thus, at 
the time of the second interview (June 2013) participants consisted of six males and 
three females (N = 9) aged between 32 and 62 years of age. The participants were: 
Thiri, Lay, Lily, Myra, Htoo, Htin, Taw, Than, and Ko. Between Time 2 and Time 3 
interviews there were no changes to participants’ marital status, English language 
ability, living situation, employment status, or financial status (i.e., participant 
characteristics were identical to Time 2 Interviews), with two exceptions. One 
exception was Lay, who experienced a change in her employment status. At the time of 
the third interview, Lay (who had given birth to her first child approximately one year 
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previously) had commenced full-time work at a childcare centre. Another exception was 
Taw, who experienced a change in his family status. At the time of the third interview 
Taw’s ex-wife, daughter, and grandchild had arrived in Australia. However, they were 
not living with Taw.	  	  
Materials 
 In the following section I provide a description of the materials that were used in 
the present research. Two handouts were used to collect information from participants 
prior to the Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 Interviews. These were a Demographic 
Information Form and a Consent Form. Another handout was used at the Time 3 
Interviews to deliver an overview of research findings. This was the Experience of 
Resettlement Feedback Form. All forms are described below and copies are included in 
the appendices. 
Demographic information form. The demographic information form was a 19-
item questionnaire that was used to collect information from participants, including 
name, gender, age, contact details, marital status, education level, previous occupation, 
country of origin, ethnic background, language, date of arrival in Australia, English 
language skills, and financial/housing status. All of the participants received assistance 
from an interpreter to translate the questions on that document. A copy is included as 
Appendix A. 
Consent form. The consent form was a single page document that stated the 
nature of participation in the present research, the options for withdrawing data from the 
research, and the details for how participants could contact the human research ethics 
committee at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) and me. It was used to 
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obtain and confirm informed consent. All of the participants required assistance from 
the interpreter to translate the document. In addition to being given a hard copy of the 
consent form, participants received a verbal briefing of the document. A copy of the 
consent form is included as Appendix B. 
Experience of resettlement feedback form. The Experience of Resettlement 
Feedback form was a two-page document outlining the results of the Time 1 and Time 2 
analyses. The form summarised the themes that emerged from Time 1 and Time 2 
interviews, and the factors that contributed to those themes. Almost all of the 
participants required assistance from the interpreter to translate that document. 
Participants also received a verbal presentation of the information contained by the 
document. The form served as a written presentation to accompany a verbal description. 
A copy of the Experience of Resettlement Feedback Form is included in Appendix C.  
Procedure 
 In this section I provide a detailed description of how data was gathered and 
evaluated. I begin by outlining details of the procedure that was used to conduct semi-
structured interviews at Time 1 (the First Year of Resettlement), Time 2 
(approximately. three years later), and Time 3 (approximately four years after Time 1 
Interviews). Given that an interpreter was used to collect much of the data, I also 
include a discussion of the stipulations involved in cross-language interviewing, and of 
the role of the interpreter in cross-language research. I then comprehensively outline the 
steps that were followed in order to analyse data stemming from the first two interviews 
using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and the steps that were followed 
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in order to analyse data stemming from Time 3 Interviews using Thematic Analysis 
(TA).  
Data collection. In this section I give details of the qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews that were used to collect data from participants at all three time periods in the 
research. It is worth noting that, at all three periods of data collection, participants were 
asked to describe their lives and experiences in Australia, emphasising what enabled 
them to live well and what made it difficult for them to live well. Given that wellbeing 
was defined in the present study as a way of being in the world, where agency and 
ability to live well were viewed as key components, this allowed for the collection of 
information and meaning regarding the experience of wellbeing in resettlement.  
Time 1. In the following section I outline details of the Time 1 Interview 
procedure used to collect data from participants. Time 1 Interviews were conducted 
between the months of July and October in the year 2008. They were located at the 
Kelvin Grove Campus of the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Brisbane, 
Australia. They lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. At the completion of each interview, 
interviewees were given a gift voucher redeemable at a nation-wide, grocery store 
chain, as a gift of appreciation for their participation in the study. All interviews were 
audiotaped and transcribed verbatim immediately upon completion. Following each 
session, observations of the participant and interview process were also recorded.  
At the time of the first interview none of the participants spoke English fluently. 
Since the interviewer was not proficient in any of the participants’ languages (i.e., Chin, 
Karen, or Burmese), a man of Chin ethnicity was employed to interpret spoken words. 
Thus, while the interviewer posed questions and responses in English, the interpreter 
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and participant used a shared second language (i.e., Burmese, Chin or Karen) to 
communicate. Time 1 Interviews were of a qualitative, semi-structured format. Their 
aim was to explore the lived experience of participants’ who had been in Australia for 
less than one year.  
When it came to exploring participants’ experiences since resettling in Australia, 
the interviewer commenced with the following open-ended question: “How would you 
describe your life here in Australia?” An interview schedule was constructed so as to 
provide potential probes for investigating specific experiences related to what enabled 
participants to live well in Australia and what made it difficult for participants to live 
well in Australia (see Appendix D). These included: adverse experiences, educational 
and/or vocational experiences, family experiences, emotional experiences, and cultural 
experiences. Example probes included: “How has coming to Australia impacted upon 
your family? Please tell me about the difficulties you may have experienced?” Whether 
these probes were used was determined by the unique interaction between the 
interviewer, participant, and interpreter, which shaped the course of the interview. 
Time 2. In the following section I outline details of the Time 2 Interviews. Time 
2 Interviews were conducted between the months of March and May in 2012. This was 
approximately three years after the first interview. All participants chose to be 
interviewed at home. At the completion of each interview, interviewees were given a 
5kg bag of jasmine rice and a box of green tea, as a gift of appreciation for their 
participation in the study. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim 
immediately following their completion. Following each session, observations of the 
participant and interview process were recorded. 
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At the time of the second interview, only one of the participants reported 
speaking English fluently. Since I was not proficient in any of the participants’ 
languages, a man of Karen ethnicity was employed to interpret. I posed questions and 
responses in English; the interpreter and participant used a shared second language (i.e., 
Burmese or Karen) to communicate. At times the participants chose to use their 
developing command of English to communicate directly with me. One participant 
spoke English fluently throughout the interview and did not require the assistance of the 
interpreter at all. Two participants spoke English for the majority of the interview, with 
some assistance from the interpreter. Eight participants spoke no English. For them, the 
interpreter was required for the entire the interview.  
 The interviews took between 63 and 122 minutes, but the interpreter and I spent 
at least 60 minutes with each of the participants before commencing the formal 
interviews. The purpose of this time was to develop rapport with participants, and also 
to make observations that would contextualise the interview material. The shortest time 
spent with a participant before starting the interview was 61 minutes; the longest time 
spent with a participant before starting the interview was 179 minutes. During this time, 
we spoke about day-to-day life over a cup of tea served with biscuits or fruit. On one 
occasion, prominent members of the Karen community visited a participant’s home to 
meet the interpreter and me. On that occasion, we socialised with food and drink for 
almost three hours, which provided further opportunity to gain trust and familiarity 
within the community.  
Time 2 interviews were of a qualitative, semi-structured format. The aim was to 
examine the lived experience of refugees in the three years that had passed since the 
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first interview. As is typical with qualitative semi-structured designs, questions were 
posed in an open-ended and non-directive manner. The unique interaction between the 
interpreter, the participant, and me shaped the course of the interview. Each interview 
began with the following open-ended statement: “Now that you’ve been here for three 
years, I’d like to hear about how you are doing and about the experiences you have had 
since living in Australia.” When necessary, I probed further to explore the experiences 
that the participant had encountered, and how they impacted upon the participant’s 
ability to live well. Example probes included: “When you spoke to my colleague 3 
years ago you mentioned that ___ was difficult and that ___ was positive about living in 
Australia. Is that the way it is now or have some things become easier or more 
difficult?” An interview schedule was designed to include these and other prompts, 
although the schedule was rarely used. A copy of this schedule is included as Appendix 
E.  
Time 3. In this section I outline details of the Time 3 Interviews. Time 3 
interviews were conducted in the month of June 2013. This was approximately four 
years after the Time 1 Interviews. With the exception of two interviews that took place 
over lunch at an inner-city café, all other interviews were conducted at participants’ 
homes. At the completion of each interview, interviewees were given a 5kg bag of 
jasmine rice and a box of green tea, as a gift of appreciation for their participation in the 
study. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim immediately upon 
completion. 
At the time of the third interviews, only one of the participants reported 
speaking English fluently. Since I was not proficient in any of the participants’ 
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languages (i.e.,Chin, Karen, or Burmese), a man of Karen ethnicity was employed to 
interpret spoken words. I posed questions and responses in English. At times the 
interpreter and the participant used a second language (i.e., Burmese or Karen) to 
communicate with one another, while in some cases the participant chose to utilise their 
developing command of English to communicate directly with me. Thus, two 
participants spoke English fluently throughout the interview; they did not require the 
assistance of the interpreter at all. One participant spoke English for the majority of the 
interview, with some assistance from the interpreter. Six participants spoke no English; 
thus, the interpreter was required for the entirety of the interview.  
 Actual interviews took between 46 and 63 minutes, however the interpreter and 
I spent at least 45 minutes with participants before commencing formal interviews. The 
purpose of this time was to re-establish rapport with participants and to make 
observations that would contextualise the interview material. The shortest time spent 
with a participant before starting the interview was 45 minutes; the longest time spent 
with a participant before starting the interview was 93 minutes. During this time we 
spoke over a cup of tea or a glass of juice served with biscuits or fruit.  
Time 3 Interviews were of a qualitative, semi-structured format. The aim was to elicit 
feedback from participants regarding: (a) their opinion of research findings from Time 1 
and Time 2 Interviews; (b) their view of the problems and priorities of refugee 
wellbeing in resettlement; and, (c) their lived experience of resettlement approximately 
four years after the Time 1 Interview. Questions were posed in an open-ended and non-
directive manner, and the unique interaction between the participant, the interpreter and 
me shaped the course of the interview.  
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 Each interview began with the following open-ended statement: “What do you 
think of these themes?” When necessary, probing was used to explore participant 
opinions. Probes included the following: “How have you been doing since I last spoke 
with you? What has been happening in your life that has made it easy to live a good life 
and what has made it difficult? Do you think it is useful that resettlement agencies 
provide counsellors and psychologists? How can government and nongovernment 
agencies be of most use for people who are resettling in Australia? What needs are not 
being met?” An interview schedule was designed to include these and other prompts. 
However, the schedule was rarely used. A copy of this schedule is included as 
Appendix F.  
Stipulations of cross-language interviewing. In this section I deliberate the use 
of interpreters in the present research, and the role that those interpreters played in the 
collection of data. Language was the most profound obstacle in this research. I did not 
speak any of the participants’ languages. Thus, for the most part, I could not directly 
communicate with them. Given that the words people use to describe their lives are in 
many ways as important as the larger themes that emerge from their narratives (Hesse-
Biber, 2007), my access to the refugee experience of resettlement in this research had 
basic limitations before I even commenced data collection. Nevertheless, given that the 
essential structure of qualitative inquiry is interpretation, and that qualitative inquiry 
consequently intends for narratives to be perused as reflections rather than attestations1, 
I chose to move forward with the interviews. I also chose to use interpreters who 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 To illustrate this point, I offer the metaphor that narratives can be seen as photographs of 
original forms, acknowledging the presence of both camera and photographer.  
 
 4	  Note: These themes interwove throughout geographical and temporal stages discussed 
in the interview and hence, should not be viewed as linear. 
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demonstrated proficiency in interpreting participants’ languages into English, and who 
were therefore judged likely to maintain as much of the participants’ original meaning 
as possible.  
  According to Temple (2002), researchers requiring interpretation of spoken 
words or translation of written documents can adopt one of two different perspectives of 
the interpreter’s role. The traditional and dominant perspective views the interpreter as 
being invisible in the research process. He/she is present simply to transpose words 
from one language into another. The feminist and translation theorist perspectives view 
the interpreter as having subjectivity (i.e., a meaning system based on his/her own 
historical, cultural, & social experiences) that cannot be eliminated from the process of 
translation and interpretation (Temple, 2002). This means that the interpreter is likely to 
construct, rather than simply to reflect, the realities of participants. In the present 
research I accepted the feminist and translation theorists’ view of interpretation and 
translation, and viewed the interpreters as being active participants in the present 
research. Consequently, I viewed the interviews as taking place with the interpreter, 
rather than through them. I viewed the interview transcripts (i.e., the data stemming 
from interviews) as a product, to some degree, of the interpreter’s subjectivity.  
When it comes to pondering the specific impact of an interpreter’s subjectivity 
on research outcomes, Temple (2002) suggests that it should be the readers of 
manuscripts, rather than the researchers themselves, who decide. To facilitate this 
process, I have included some biographical information about the interpreters who 
participated in this study, as well as some information about their involvement in the 
research. Both the interpreter who took part in Time 1 Interviews, and the interpreter 
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who took part in Time 2 and Time 3 Interviews were former refugees from Burma. At 
the time of interviews, both were studying social work while simultaneously working 
part-time for a refugee resettlement agency in Brisbane, Australia. Both provided 
interpretative services for the current research because: (a) they wished to earn extra 
money to help finance their studies and care for their families, and (b) they were 
interested in and eager to be involved in research involving refugees from Burma.  
In addition to interpreting spoken words, the interpreters were also responsible 
for facilitating entry into participants’ worlds. Throughout the data collection process, I 
was keenly aware of how my position as an outsider would impact upon the information 
that came out of the interviews. Given their background as refugees from Burma and 
their experience working with refugees resettling in Australia, I hoped that the 
interpreters’ decisions to work with me would instil trust in the participants. Both 
interpreters were polite and confident when meeting participants. During Time 1 
interviews, the interpreter took a lead role, accompanying participants to the university 
for their interviews, and introducing participants to the interviewer. During Time 2 and 
Time 3 interviews, the interpreter initially took a lead role, introducing me to the 
participant and quickly beginning a conversation. However, the interpreter would wait 
for me to indicate when I was ready to initiate formal interviews and would then follow 
my lead throughout those interviews. The judgment of when to begin formal interviews 
was made on the basis of my interaction with participants; on how much time 
participants had devoted to meeting with me; and on my observations of participants’ 
comfort and readiness.  
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During interviews, the interviewers asked questions in English and the 
interpreter communicated those questions to the participant using a shared language 
(i.e., Chin, Burmese or Karen). The interpreter typically waited until participants had 
finished responding before translating their responses back into English. However, 
when participants offered a long response he asked them to pause, so as to preserve as 
much of the narrative as possible without forgetting anything. While this may have 
interrupted the participant’s train of thought, it was judged to be more appropriate than 
translating while participants continued to speak. For the most part, the interpreters did 
not establish their own dialogue with research participants. Occasionally they asked 
participants a clarification question, but they consistently told the researcher what they 
had asked and what the participant had stated in response. The interpreters endeavoured 
to remain neutral, euthymic, and relatively free of affective expression throughout the 
interviews.  
Analysis of interview data. In this section, I describe the methods through 
which data stemming from Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 Interviews was analysed in the 
present research.   
Analysis of Time 1 and Time 2 Interviews. Data from Time 1 and Time 2 
Interviews were in the form of interview transcripts. Those interview transcripts were 
analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). In Chapter 3, I 
discussed the characteristics of IPA and the rationale for using IPA. In this section I 
describe the five-step IPA procedure that was performed in line with the 
recommendations of Smith and Osborn (2003) and Smith and colleagues (2008). The 
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procedure was performed with Time 1 Data and Time 2 Data within a month of the data 
being collected from all participants. The procedure was as follows: 
IPA step one. The first step of IPA, according to Smith and colleagues (2008), is 
to immerse oneself in the original research data (i.e., in the interview transcripts). The 
purpose of this step is to become familiar with the content and complexity of the 
interview transcripts; thus, developing an interpretative relationship with those 
transcripts (Smith & Osborn, 2003). I complied with this step by listening to the audio-
recordings of each interview twice—once before and once after transcribing them—and 
then reading each transcript from beginning to end, twice. For each interview, I also 
read through the observations and reflections that I had recorded in a journal at its 
completion.  
IPA step two. The second step of IPA involves what Smith and colleagues 
(2008) refer to as making initial exploratory comments about the data. There are no 
rules or requirements for this step. Its purpose is to produce comprehensive and detailed 
notes about the research data that will eventually lead to a more interpretative level of 
analysis. I fulfilled this requirement by going through each interview transcript and 
underlining text that seemed important, before rereading each transcript and making 
annotation in the left-hand margin accordingly. I then reread each transcript a third time 
while freely associating, writing in the left-hand margin whatever came to mind in 
regard to: (a) the content of the text; (b) the language used in the text; and, (c) my 
impression of the meaning coming through the text.  
IPA step three. According to Smith and colleagues (2008), the third step of IPA 
involves the identification of emerging or constituent themes. I negotiated this step by 
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returning to the beginning of each transcript and grouping the initial notes that I had 
made in the left-hand margin into themes (i.e., concise phrases that captured the 
essential quality of what was found in the text). These themes were recorded in the 
right-hand margin. I identified emerging themes in an inductive, bottom-up way, 
meaning that the themes were strongly linked to the data themselves. I did not try to fit 
them into a pre-existing theoretical frame or preconception. The emerging themes were 
also grounded in my experiences of the research process and my interactions with 
participants. 
IPA step four. The fourth step of IPA entails making connections across 
emerging themes. I complied with this step by taking each transcript and typing all of 
the emerging themes from the right-hand margin into a list that reflected the 
chronological order in which those themes appeared in the transcript. I then examined 
the list and moved emerging themes around to form clusters of superordinate themes 
(Smith & Osborn, 2003). I created superordinate themes by grouping like-with-like. I 
grouped together the constituent themes that shared strong similarities. In other cases, I 
upgraded constituent themes to superordinate theme status because they brought 
together a series of related themes from the emerging themes list. Finally, for each 
transcript I created a table containing the superordinate themes and the constituent 
themes for each participant. These individual summary tables are included as Appendix 
G.  
IPA step five. The fifth and final step of IPA involves looking for patterns across 
transcripts. While there are software programs for identifying patterns across transcripts 
available (e.g., Atlas, Nvivo), I opted to satisfy this step by printing out all of the tables 
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that I had compiled in Step Four, laying them out on a large surface, and studying them 
to identify what themes were most potent and what themes represented what Smith and 
colleagues (2008) call high-order qualities. These are themes that recur across the 
majority of transcripts. I then compiled a master table of themes to represent the 
superordinate themes for all of the transcripts together. That table also included the 
constituent themes comprising the superordinate themes, and the facets making up the 
constituent themes. Identifying data patterns manually enabled me to become more 
intimately acquainted with the data than I would have had I used a software program. I 
believe that this gave me greater insight and understanding into the participants’ 
narratives, which subsequently enabled me to extract more meaningful and reflective 
themes from the data.  
Analysis of Time 3 Interviews. In this section I describe the procedure that was 
followed to perform an analysis of data emerging from Time 3 Interviews. Data from 
Time 3 Interviews emerged in the form of interview transcripts. Those interview 
transcripts were analysed using Thematic Analysis. In Chapter 3, I discussed the 
rationale for using TA with data stemming from Time 3 Interviews. In this section I 
describe the specific procedure that was followed in order to carry out that analysis.  
TA, according to the recommendations of Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013), was 
applied to the data stemming from Time 3 Interviews, with the following specifications: 
I employed a TA that considered meanings across the entire data set; that identified 
themes inductively at the semantic level; and, that was underpinned by critical realism. 
In terms of what counted as a theme: themes were predominantly identified according 
to prevalence, counted as the number of different speakers who articulated the theme 
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across the entire data set, as well as each individual occurrence of the theme across the 
entire data set. There was one theme that was identified as a key theme, based on its 
relevance to answer the research question, rather than based on its prevalence. The five-
step procedure that I followed is described below. 
TA step one. The first step of TA, according to Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013), 
is to familiarise oneself with the original research data. I complied with this step by 
reading and re-reading the transcript data while taking notes on possible codes and 
themes (i.e., patterns of meaning in the data).  
TA step two. According to Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013), the second step of 
TA is to generate an initial list of ideas about what is in the data and what is interesting 
about that data. This involves the production of codes, which essentially represent the 
organisation of data into meaningful groups, according to semantic or latent content 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). I complied with this step by manually coding the semantic 
content of data in a data-driven manner, meaning that I performed an inductive analysis 
of the data. I coded the data by writing notes on the right hand margin of the transcripts, 
and after coding all of the transcripts I created a word file that contained tables for each 
code. In these tables I recorded the data extracts that accompanied each code across the 
entire data set. 
TA step three. The third step of TA is what Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) call 
searching for themes. It begins when all data have been coded and collated, and the 
analyst has produced a long list of codes that have been identified across the data set. It 
involves sorting the different codes into potential themes and collating the relevant 
coded data extracts within the identified themes. I completed this step by writing the 
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names of each code on separate pieces of paper before sorting them into theme-piles. 
This culminated in the production of an initial thematic map (see Appendix H) that 
included a collection of candidate themes and sub-themes.  
TA step four. Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) indicate that the fourth step of TA 
involves reviewing and refining themes. This process takes place on two levels: The 
first is reviewing at the level of the coded data extracts, and the second is reviewing at 
the level of the entire data set. I complied with the first level of this step by reading all 
of the collated extracts for each theme and considering whether they formed a coherent 
pattern. When candidate themes appeared to form a coherent pattern, I moved on to the 
second level of analysis. When candidate themes did not appear to fit with the data, I 
reworked those themes according to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) instructions, either 
creating a new theme that better incorporated the data or removing some extracts from 
the theme to better capture the essence of the theme. I complied with the second level of 
step four by rereading the entire data set to ascertain whether the themes were working 
in relation to the data set, asking myself whether the themes fit and told the story of the 
data accurately. I then coded some additional themes that I found I had initially missed. 
By the time of completion of this step, I had produced a more refined version of the 
thematic map discussed in Appendix H. This refined map is included as Appendix I. 
TA step five. The final step of TA involves defining and further refining the 
themes identified in Step Three and Four. By define and refine, Braun and Clarke 
(2006, 2013) imply identification of the essence of what each theme is about, as well as 
the themes overall, and determination of those aspects of the data that each theme 
captures. I completed this step by going back to collated data extracts for each theme 
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and organising them into a coherent and internally consistent account, with an 
accompanying narrative. For each theme, I identified the specific story that was being 
told and the way that fitted into the overall story of the data, in relation to the research 
questions. I then altered the working titles of these themes to produce a final name that 
was concise, poignant, and immediately gave the reader a sense of what the theme was 
about.   
Overview of the chapter 
In this chapter I have described the methods that were used to collect and 
analyse data in the present research. Specifically, I introduced the participants who took 
part in the present research; I outlined the process of conducting semi-structured 
interviews with those participants; and, I described the step-by-step procedures that 
were used to conduct analyses of the data arising from participant interviews. 
Specifically, I revealed that the present research explored the process of refugee 
wellbeing over a five year period by conducting semi-structured interviews with 
participants at three points in time: (a) approximately the first year of resettlement 
(Time 1 Interviews); (b) approximately four years into resettlement (Time 2  
Interviews); and (c) approximately five years into resettlement (Time 3 Interviews). The 
data that emerged from participant interviews was then analysed using Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) and Thematic Analysis (TA), generating three sets of 
results (one for each set of interviews).  
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CHAPTER 5 
Results: Themes capturing refugee wellbeing  
In the previous chapter I explained the participants, materials, and procedures 
that were used to collect and analyse data in the present research. The present research 
was conducted with a phenomenological approach to examine wellbeing amongst a 
group of twelve refugees from Burma over the first five years of their resettlement in 
Australia. Individual interviews were conducted at three time points: Time 1 (within the 
first year of resettlement); Time 2 (approx. 4 years into resettlement); and Time 3 
(approx. 5 years into resettlement). During all three interviews, participants were asked 
to explore the influences that helped and hindered their wellbeing. During the third 
interview, participants were encouraged to share their view of the problems and 
priorities of refugee wellbeing in resettlement. Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) was applied to the data collected at Time 1. IPA was again applied to 
the data collected at Time 2. Thematic Analysis (TA) was applied to the data collected 
at Time 3.  
In the current dissertation wellbeing was approached as a construct indicating a 
way of living or being in the world characterised by agency (i.e., the ability, 
independence & freedom to act) and the ability to live or be well (i.e., the possession of 
requisite conditions, goods & services to be or live well). As can be seen in Table 2, 
data analyses produced themes that together captured the complex experience of 
wellbeing during what was approximately the first, fourth and fifth year of resettlement 
in Australia. Table 2 also reveals variations that occurred in themes between each 
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interview, demonstrating the dynamic, changing nature of wellbeing. In this chapter 
I present these results. I begin by describing the themes that emerged at each time point 
in the study, starting with the findings of Time 1 Interviews, moving onto the findings 
of Time 2 Interviews, and then ending with the findings of Time 3 Interviews. In doing 
so, I provide a long-term perspective of the lived experience of wellbeing for the 
participant group as a whole. I then conclude the chapter by reflecting on what the 
themes that emerged at each period of the study tell us as a whole about the process of 
resettlement across time.   
Explication of participants’ lived experience of wellbeing at Time 1 
In this section I present the findings that emerged from Time 1 Interviews, 
enabling insight into the experience of refugee wellbeing during participants’ first year 
of refugee resettlement. In Time 1 Interviews the participants were asked to describe 
their lives since resettling in Australia. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 
was applied to the transcripts revealing that the participants’ narratives clustered around 
three superordinate themes, which together captured participants’ experience of 
wellbeing in resettlement. Those superordinate themes were: Hope, Distress and 
Isolation. They are presented in Table 3 below. In this section I outline those themes in 
detail. It should be noted that Hope, Distress and Isolation did not emerge as discrete 
concepts. There was some overlap in the constituent themes and facets underlying them, 
and that the three superordinate themes influenced one another.  
Superordinate theme: Hope. The superordinate theme of hope represented the 
strong expectation that participants’ held for life in Australia. Hope was grouped into 
four constituent themes: Australia as a mythic land; Confidence in fulfilment of 
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Table 2 
Superordinate themes and constituent themes emerging from analyses of Time 1, 2 and 
3 interview data 
Time One Time Two Time Three 
Hope -­‐ Australia as 
mythic land -­‐ Confidence in 
fulfilment of 
expectations -­‐ Early fulfilment of 
expectations -­‐ Resourcefulness 
 
Surviving -­‐ Cognitive 
strategies and 
inner resources -­‐ Religious & 
philosophical 
beliefs -­‐ Support 
We’re Just Surviving -­‐ Unmet Expectations 
• Employment 
• Education 
• Family -­‐ Unrecognised 
Uniqueness 
• Resettlement 
support needs 
• Employment 
• Education needs 
• Family needs -­‐ Distress 
• Overwhelming 
symptomatology 
• Suicidal ideation 
Distress -­‐ Unexpected 
challenges -­‐ Overwhelming 
symptomatology 
Distress -­‐ Unemployment -­‐ Financial 
Dependency & 
Insufficiency -­‐ Unsuccessful 
Education -­‐ Separation from 
Family -­‐ Overwhelming 
symptomatology 
Isolation -­‐ Social isolation -­‐ Cultural isolation -­‐ Self-estrangement 
Isolation -­‐ Social isolation -­‐ Cultural isolation -­‐ Self-
estrangement 
We Want Change -­‐ Make sure we have 
family -­‐ Help us work right away -­‐ Change the way you 
teach us -­‐ Focus on the practical 
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Table 3 
 
Superordinate themes, constituent themes and facets emerging from Time 1 Interviews  
 
Superordinate themes Constituent themes Facets 
Hope Australia as mythic land Received information 
High expectations 
 
 Confidence in fulfilment of 
expectations 
Family reunification 
Healthcare 
Education 
Employment 
 
 Early fulfilment of expectations  
 
Safety 
Housing 
Financial support 
 
 Resourcefulness Comparison with the past 
Religious beliefs 
Support 
 
Distress Unexpected Challenges Financial insufficiency 
Unemployment 
 
 Overwhelming Symptomatology 
 
 
Sadness & loneliness 
Homesickness 
 
 
Isolation Social Isolation From friends & family 
From mainstream population 
 
 Cultural Isolation Difference in cultural practices 
Limited means for maintaining 
cultural practices  
 
 Self-Estrangement Limited English language skills 
Separation from family & friends 
Separation from ethnic 
community 
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needs; Early fulfilment of expectations; and, Resourcefulness. Collectively, these 
subthemes elucidated the impact of resettlement on the lives of participants, portraying 
an experience of anticipation, where participants looked forward to desired outcomes 
with a somewhat naive confidence that those outcomes would occur, while 
simultaneously utilising the resources that they had access to cope with undesired 
circumstances. In the following section the four constituent themes underlying the 
theme of Hope are outlined in detail, including a description of their underlying facets, 
with quotes from participants’ narratives to illustrate the meaning of inherent in each.    
Constituent theme: Australia as a mythic land. Six of the twelve participants 
revealed that they had received misinformation about Australia prior to arriving in 
Australia that portrayed the country in a mythic-like sense (i.e., as a land of limitless 
bountifulness & opportunity). This encouraged participants to apply for resettlement in 
Australia over other countries offering refugee programs. Furthermore, it stimulated the 
production of unrealistic expectations about what life in Australia would be like. There 
were two facets comprising the theme of Australia as a mythic land, received 
information and high expectations. These are outlined below:  
Facet one: Received information. Three participants reported that, prior to 
migration, their expectations for life in Australia had been influenced by information 
passed via word-of-mouth amongst persons living in refugee camps and other countries 
of asylum. For example, Lily, a middle aged Burmese woman who arrived in Australia 
with her husband and two children, and whose face was streamed with tears for the 
duration of the interview as she recalled her life in Burma, the persecution she had 
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endured at the hands of the Burmese military, the desperation with which her family 
had fled the country, and the family she had left behind, stated: “Lots of people in the 
camps were saying that it was better to come to Australia.” Similarly, Swan a young 
Chin woman who had arrived in Australia without any friends or family explained that 
despite being very lonely and isolated she was positive that her future would improve 
because: “Before I came to Australia, I got a friend resettled in America, he told me that 
if you ever have an opportunity to go overseas, choose Australia!” Swan’s friend had 
assured her that in Australia she would receive employment, financial support, and 
acceptance from the Australian community; also, he assured her that she would make 
new friends.   
Facet two: High expectations. Five participants reported that the information 
they received prior to resettlement depicted Australia as a land of equal opportunity, 
where educated, friendly people take responsibility for the wellbeing of all members of 
society without discrimination on the basis of race or religion, and where refugees and 
their entire families are warmly welcomed into the social system. These participants did 
not demonstrate awareness that such expectations might be inaccurate.  
Myra, a divorced, middle aged Kachin woman who arrived in Australia with 
only one of her four children, because the other three were considered independent by 
Australian standards (i.e., they were over the age of 18) regardless of the fact that they 
were financially dependent on Myra, stated: 
“We have some friends who already here and they tell us everything is okay, 
because the people are mature, they respect each other, they try to, for example, 
they pick up at the airport, so everyone here is educated, very mature...here 
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government arrange for everything, government pay for us so we just have to 
learn for free.”  
Nu stated her expectation that: “(Australian people) are more helpful than our very own 
people…and will talk to me politely and respect me and they always ask: What can I do 
for you?” We Se a single, middle aged Chin man who arrived in Australia alone, yet 
expected to be reunited with his siblings and parents within a few years of living in 
Australia recalled: “We heard that Australia is very good and you get treated equally, 
your race doesn’t matter, and we get job and we get bigger income, and religion is 
strong so they help us.” 
Constituent theme: Confidence in fulfilment of expectations. All of the twelve 
participants held clear expectations for their lives in Australia. Furthermore, ten out of 
the twelve participants expressed confidence that their expectations would be fulfilled, 
thereby leading to a good life in Australia. Two participants did not express confidence 
that their needs and desires would be fulfilled in Australia. Nevertheless, those two 
participants reported that they applied for resettlement in Australia because they felt 
confident that their children’s needs would be fulfilled. For instance: Than, a young 
Burmese man who arrived in Australia with his wife and four children spoke of his 
gratitude at being resettled in Australia because it would be good for his children, 
though difficult for him: “I might not have the best life in Australia but when I think 
about the kids for their future, I don’t want them to experience what I have seen in my 
life so that is the reason we go here.”  
Participants held four primary expectations for resettlement, which represented 
the four facets underlying the theme of confidence in fulfilment of expectations: Family 
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reunification, healthcare, employment and education. These are outlined below:  
Facet one: Family reunification. Nine out of the twelve participants were 
separated from immediate family members (i.e., spouse, children, parents). 
Nevertheless, these participants expressed confidence that their family members would 
be relocated to Australia within the first year or two of resettlement. We Se, for 
example, the single middle-aged man who expected to be reunited with his siblings and 
parents stated that: “the Australian government always sponsor”, thus revealing his 
expectation that the Australian government would provide Remaining Relative Visas to 
the family members of all resettled refugees.  
Facet Two: Healthcare. At the time of the first interview, two of the twelve 
participants were experiencing ill health in the form of chronic pain. Both expected that 
the health care system in Australia would treat their concerns. They named this as their 
main priority in resettlement, alongside reunification with family and/or finding full-
time work. For example: Taw a divorced, middle-aged Kayan man who arrived in 
Australia with his ex-wife and children, yet did not live with or near to them expressed 
that almost all of his hope for life in Australia centred around his desire to receive 
treatment for back pain that had developed after being assaulted while performing 
forced labour for the Burmese military.  
Interviewer: How do you see your future?  
Taw: “I have only two hopes before I come here, that my back will be able to be 
treated here and then I will be able to work.”  
Facet Three: Education. All twelve of the participants expressed an 
understanding that they would need to learn English in order to obtain work in 
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Australia. They expected to obtain proficiency in English within the first few years of 
resettlement. For example, Thiri, an older, married Karen woman who arrived in 
Australia with her husband and two of her three children declared: “I want to speak 
English and I want to get a job after that. So, first year or two I will speak 
conversational English and then I will have a job.” Ko similarly stated: “I will just learn 
to communicate and then get any job that I can do.” Ko, who had been a political 
activist in Burma, also stated that in Australia he expected to continue the legal studies 
that he had commenced in Burma: “(Goal is) to get highly educated. To get the high 
education!” Furthermore, two participants reported that they expected their children to 
receive a good education in Australia. For example, Htin, an older Karen man who 
arrived in Australia with his wife Thiri and two of their three children stated: “I read 
about the Australian country and I get information, so the expectation was that even 
though I might be poor…basically here the kids can go to school and that is good for 
us.”  
Facet Four: Employment. All twelve of the participants expected that they 
would find permanent, full-time work in Australia. This expectation, along with family 
reunification, was seen as being key to one’s sense of happiness and fulfilment in 
Australia. For example, Lily, who arrived with her husband and two children stated: “I 
have a clear goal for me to get a good job, a permanent, full-time job… If I have a very 
good permanent job and my family everything will come together.” Swan explained: “If 
I don’t have a job, I feel useless – I feel like I’m not worth to do something or 
something like that, so we come to Australia because we get jobs here.” Taw, who 
arrived alone, and wished only for his back pain to be treated and to find a job 
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emphasised: “If you can get a permanent job, I think that would lead to a good life 
here.” Similarly, Myra stated: “Find a job would be the greatest thing.” 
Constituent theme: Early fulfilment of expectations. At the time of the first 
interview, six of the twelve participants reported that their expectations for life in 
Australia were initially being confirmed. Participants were taking the services offered to 
them upon arrival by non-government settlement agencies, government agencies, and 
the Onshore Orientation Program (renamed the Humanitarian Services Program in 
2011) as a sign that their expectations for life in Australia would be fully met in the 
future, consequently enabling them to feel hope. The provision of housing, financial 
support, and healthcare, along with the fact that participants felt safe and free from 
persecution in Australia, represented the three facets underlying the theme of early 
fulfilment of expectations. These are outlined below: 
Facet one: Safety. Two participants reported that their expectations for safety 
and freedom had been fulfilled upon arriving in Australia. For example, Than, who did 
not have strong expectations for his life in Australia, yet expected that his children 
would do very well in Australia remarked: “Basically you live without fear. You can go 
wherever you can, do whatever as long as it is under the law and that for me is the 
foundation of a good life.” 
Facet Two: Housing. Two participants reported that their expectations for 
housing had been fulfilled and even exceeded in Australia. This was in reaction to their 
placement in large, spacious houses or apartments that were furnished and stocked with 
food on arrival. In highlighting this, Thiri remarked:  
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“I can’t find anything wrong! I live in heaven! Here we sleep in a good bed. If 
we want to cook, then we turn the stove on, and it works. Back in the camp, you 
have to go looking for the wood and collect the wood and start the fire and start 
cooking. Even the house, I had to build the house by myself, go and cut the 
wood and come home and build the house, here I don’t have to build any house, 
it’s already here for me, it’s so exciting. Even the couch and all that – you can’t 
find any couch in the camp. And TV – we have no TV in the camp – here we 
have TV.” 
Swan recalled:  
“Yeah it was really awesome when I got here, the settlement worker met us at 
the airport and then we had the chance to go to the place where we were going 
to stay directly and it was large like my house in Burma and I feel like I am at 
home. Then when I open the fridge and then they had put the meat, the fish, the 
apples and everything and I say, ‘Oh it is my home’.” 
Facet three: Financial support. Two participants reported that their expectations 
for financial support had been fulfilled upon arrival in Australia, as they received 
enough money from the government to cover their basic expenses (e.g., food, clothing, 
utilities). For instance, Swan stated: “I am desperate and out of work and you have the 
social welfare and that will help and will provide the basic. So, those two are enough for 
me to have a good life.” Interestingly, these two participants did not demonstrate 
awareness that the government placed limits upon those financial benefits. Ko reported: 
“It is not hard here because the Australian government always good.” By always good 
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this participant meant that the Australian government would always provide financial 
assistance to refugees regardless of time lapsed or additional income.  
Constituent theme: Resourcefulness. Six out of the twelve participants reported 
that they employed a range of resources in order to maintain hope in Australia despite 
facing some initial challenges. These included: comparison with the past; religious 
beliefs; and, support from government and non-government services, friends, family 
and community, and they represented the three facets underlying the theme of 
resourcefulness. They are outlined below:  
Facet One: Comparison with the past. Three of the participants reported using 
comparison of their present circumstances with those of their past (i.e., prior to 
resettlement) circumstances to prompt gratitude and increased hope in the face of 
difficult or challenging experiences. For example, Htin stated that whenever he faced 
difficulties he would remind himself that: “I am a lucky person – I am very lucky 
person compared with my family because I got opportunity to live a good life in 
Australia – my family, I mean my parents, brothers, sisters, grandparents, they are in 
Burma don’t have opportunity to live a good life like this.”  
Facet Two: Religious beliefs. One participant, Myra, reported that she regularly 
drew upon her religious beliefs in order to undermine painful feelings and remain 
hopeful in the face of challenges. She stated: “The bible gives me the strength all the 
time. When I am really stressed I will read like different passage and it gives me 
strength then I also listen to Gospel songs and it really helps me recover from my 
loneliness.”   
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Facet Three: Support. Two participants stated that they elicited social support 
from friends and guidance from non-government agencies to remain hopeful through 
challenges. For example, when asked whether there was anyone helping them during 
resettlement Taw replied: “Mostly the case worker and the other workers from the 
Multicultural Development Agency (this is a not-for-profit support agency for resettling 
refugees).” When asked what got him through the difficulties during resettlement, Than 
replied: “Advice from people…Friends, case worker.”  
Superordinate theme: Distress. The superordinate theme of distress 
exemplified the initial challenges of resettlement and the impact that these challenges 
had on participants’ physical, emotional, and psychological worlds. Distress was 
grouped into two constituent themes: Unexpected Challenges and Overwhelming 
Symptomatology. Collectively, these subthemes elucidated the impact of resettlement 
on the lives of participants during Time 1 Interviews, portraying an experience of 
unexpected challenges along with loneliness and homesickness. In the following section 
the two constituent themes underlying the theme of Distress are outlined in detail, 
including a description of their underlying facets, with quotes from participants’ 
narratives to illustrate the meaning inherent in each.   
Constituent theme: Unexpected challenges. Almost half (i.e., 5 out of 12) of the 
participants reported that they had already experienced unexpected challenges in early 
resettlement leading to a sense of disappointment. Specifically, they encountered 
financial insufficiency and unemployment, which represent the two facets underlying 
the theme of unexpected challenges. These are outlined below:  
Facet One: Financial insufficiency. Four participants reported that they were 
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dependent upon financial benefits from the government and that these benefits were not 
sufficient to cover their needs. Myra reported that the majority of her benefit was spent 
on rent, leaving little to spend on food, utilities, and non-essential expenses for herself 
and her daughter: “We live by the benefits and the house renting is expensive so 
everything goes there and so it really is a struggle.” Nu reported that she wished to send 
money to her parents and siblings overseas in order to help bring them to Australia, but 
her benefit did not allow for this expense: “I am also wanting to helping my parents and 
of course I cannot help them at this time, so I feel very sad because I am here and I still 
cannot help them.” Htoo, a middle aged Rohingyan man who arrived in Australia 
without his wife, two children, or grandchild, and who repeatedly asked the interviewer 
for help in appealing to the Australian government to grant his family visas, stated: “I 
live by the benefits that I get from the centre and it is not enough for my rental and my 
food and my cigarette and to send my wife some money so it is very difficult. I don’t 
smoke as much here because it is very expensive, so I have to limit it.”  
Facet Two: Unemployment. Four participants reported that they wished to be 
employed despite not yet having developed proficiency in English. For Lay, a young, 
single Karen woman who resettled in Australia with her parents (Thiri & Htin) and one 
of her two siblings, her lack of work left her without meaningful and engaging activity 
to take part in: “I have the skills – I want to work – but I can’t work, so nothing to do, it 
makes me upset.” Similarly, Htoo’s lack of work left him with a deficit of meaningful 
activity: “There is nothing I can do but sleep and wake-up, sleep and wake-up.”   
For Swan, her lack of work left her struggling to meet multiple responsibilities 
with limited funds:  
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“I didn’t have a chance to work yet. So my parent and my relatives and even my 
church now always ask me when can I be of help, but now I am just depending 
on benefits and I am still studying English so I didn’t get a chance to work yet, 
and no earning yet, and the money I get from the benefits is just enough for me. 
So it is really difficult.” 
 Similarly, Lily’s lack of work left her struggling with financial responsibilities: “I have 
applied for jobs, but they say that my English is not good enough…so, even though we 
live by the benefits and the house renting is expensive so everything goes there and so it 
really is a struggle.”  
Constituent theme: Overwhelming symptomatology. Three quarters (i.e., 8 out 
of 12) of the participants reported that they were experiencing distress in the form of 
difficult emotions. Of the four participants who did not report distress, three of them 
(i.e., Lay, Thiri & Htin): (a) were members of the same family who had migrated to 
Australia as a family unit; (b) were of Karen ethnicity, of which there is a large, active 
community in Australia; and, (c) had some English language skill, which they’d learned 
while working as teachers prior to migration in a refugee camp in Thailand. Similarly, 
the fourth participant (i.e., Lily) had migrated to Australia with her immediate family 
member and, while she did not speak English, her husband was fluent in English, which 
enabled her and her family to navigate life in Australia with relative ease. There were 
two facets underlying the theme of overwhelming symptomatology: Sadness and 
loneliness, and homesickness. These are outlined below:  
Facet One: Sadness and loneliness. Seven of the participants reported that they 
were experiencing emotional distress, specifically in the form of sadness and loneliness. 
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For example, Swan explained: “I really miss my family, and when I came here, when I 
arrived here there is no relatives, there is no one that I know so I was so lonely. I miss 
my family.” Taw similarly stated: “I miss my friends in the camp...I feel quite left out, 
quite lonely. Yes, I feel very sad because I am here…I feel very lonely.” And, Htoo 
stated: “I am upset, sad and lonely and so it is difficult to sleep.” 
Facet Two: Homesickness. Three participants reported that they were 
experiencing emotional distress in the form of homesickness. Thiri reported: “Since I’ve 
been here I think of the camp and I feel homesick. I am homesick for the camp.” We Se 
described: “That experience comes in the middle of nowhere. Unexpectedly sometimes 
it comes to mind, like homesick – like when I hear some music – and sometimes when I 
see the trees – some beautiful trees- when I see the sunset- then I feel like my childhood 
time when I was in rice field or playing with my friends.” Nu explained: “I miss my 
parents and I am very lonely sometimes and I really wish my parents are here and so 
many times I feel very lonely or homesick…I feel very lonely here.”  
Superordinate theme: Isolation. The superordinate theme of isolation 
indicated the distancing of participants from each other, from society, from cultural 
practices, from what was important or meaningful to them, and/or from their own sense 
of self. Isolation was grouped into three constituent themes: social isolation, cultural 
isolation, and self-estrangement. Collectively, these subthemes elucidated the impact of 
resettlement on the lives of participants, portraying an experience where one began to 
experience disconnection from the people and activities that resonated with one’s 
authentic self. In the following section the three constituent themes underlying the 
theme of Isolation are outlined in detail, including a description of their underlying 
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facets, with quotes from participants’ narratives to illustrate the meaning of inherent in 
each.    
Constituent theme: Social isolation. Nine out of the twelve participants 
reported that they were isolated in Australia. In particular, they reported being isolated 
from friends and family, and the mainstream population, both of which represented the 
two facets underlying the theme of social isolation. The three participants who did not 
complain of feeling isolated in Australia were Lay, Thiri and Htin, who as I have 
mentioned migrated to Australia as a family unit and lived with one another; were of 
Karen ethnicity and therefore were quickly incorporated into the large Karen 
community that is operational in Brisbane; and, did not report a desire to connect with 
the mainstream population. The facets underlying social isolation are outlined below: 
Facet One: From friends and family. Eight participants were living in Australia 
without their immediate family members (i.e., spouse, siblings, children), and all were 
separated from friends and/or extended family members (e.g., parents, siblings). 
Participants reported that their friends and family members remained in Burma, in 
refugee camps in Thailand, and/or in neighbouring countries of asylum. Although 
participants acknowledged that they were able to communicate with friends and family 
through email and/or telephone, they noted that this was expensive and, due to the 
difficulty family and friends had accessing telephones and computers overseas, not as 
frequent as they would like. All of the participants reported that they would not be 
satisfied in Australia until their family members arrived because it was connectedness 
with their family that made them feel whole and complete. For example, Htoo stated: 
“For me it is just that I don’t have my family here, so I miss them. I think the future will 
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be good once they are here…if I have my wife and my kids here, then they will be here 
for me and I will be satisfied.” We Se explained: “I still have none of my relatives, can’t 
talk about family things, you want to consult them, you always worry where they are…” 
Two of the participants reported that without their family, they found it difficult 
to maintain self-care. For example, Myra reflected upon how she struggled to eat 
regularly and to cook proper meals for herself. “Sometimes it is difficult to go home 
because I am home alone and that is why I don’t cook properly, no rice on the table, or I 
don’t eat…if I’ve got all my kids here then I think my life will be okay.” 
Facet Two: From the mainstream population. All twelve of the participants 
stated that they had minimal interaction with members of the mainstream population 
(i.e., Australian citizens &/or permanent residents). This was attributed to there being 
little opportunity for participants to meet people from the mainstream population. For 
example, Lay stated: 
Lay: “In our culture, our neighbour is very close and we have a good 
relationship. So, if the culture in Australia was more like that, it would be better 
for us.” 
Interviewer: When you say your neighbour, who in your culture would be your 
neighbour?  
Lay: “Like for example when I was studying in the college [in Australia] and we 
know each other very well, but after I finish that, and then we haven’t seen each 
other for a long time then. If we meet again, they don’t want to talk to us. 
Something like that.”  
Interviewer: So, forming supportive friendships is harder in Australia?  
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Lay: “Yes.”  
Isolation from the mainstream population was also attributed to having limited English 
language skills with which to interact with members of the mainstream population. 
Thiri stated: “I think the people that I encounter are nice but most of the time when I 
encounter people the only thing we can communicate is simple things and I can not get 
to know people.” And, finally, isolation from the mainstream population was attributed 
to the reluctance, of refugees themselves, to engage with members of the mainstream 
population. Lay stated:  
“I think in most of my experience the white people want to talk to us and want 
to invite us, but we are the people who are not comfortable because what we all 
know is not enough and we are not comfortable, and if you are with them at 
dinner or a party you just want to get out of there because you cannot understand 
anyone else and even if they talk so you feel that you are not going to enjoy and 
you will be uncomfortable.” 
Constituent theme: Cultural isolation. Two participants reported being 
culturally isolated, meaning that they: (a) noticed a difference in cultural practices 
between Australia and Burma; (b) held a desire to maintain their own cultural practices 
while living in Australia; and yet, (c) they had limited means for maintaining those 
cultural practices. Here, I use the term cultural practices to denote goals, values, and 
perspectives. There were two facets underlying the constituent theme of cultural 
isolation. These are outlined below:  
Facet One: Difference in cultural practices. There were two cultural differences 
that stood out for participants. Firstly, three participants noted a difference in the 
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definition of family between Australia and Burma. This difference had implications for 
financial responsibility and family reunification. Specifically, it meant that participants 
had a greater number of dependents than would be legally recognised in Australia. To 
illustrate this: We Se described, “In our culture, even if I’m married, my mum and my 
dad, we will stay forever. Until they die I have to take care of them and I am 
committed.” Secondly, Lily noted that food preferences differed dramatically between 
Australia and Burma. This created a challenge for her because the food she would 
prefer to eat: (a) was more expensive in Australia and (b) made her children feel 
embarrassed at school: “I have a hard time with the kids when it comes to dealing with 
food, like they don’t like bread and it is cheaper for me, but they will not eat. But, the 
problem with my kids is that they mix with Aussie boys and none of them bring rice 
and they say it is very shameful to bring rice and that is why he doesn’t want to bring to 
school.” 
Facet Two: Limited means for maintaining cultural practices. As was 
mentioned in the previous section on Unexpected Challenges2, participants reported that 
the financial benefits provided to them did not cover their needs. Specifically, two 
participants reported that the financial benefits did not take into account the obligation 
that participants held towards family members living in Australia and overseas.   
This created concern amongst the participants, as to how to maintain cultural practices 
and customs while living in conditions that made it difficult to do so.  
Constituent theme: Self-estrangement. Six of the twelve participants reported 
that in Australia they experienced a sense of being something less than they might 
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ideally be, or had previously been prior to migration, primarily because they were 
unable to engage in meaningful activity that would bring them into contact with other 
people and be rewarding to them. There were three reasons that participants were 
unable to engage in meaningful activity, and these represent the three facets underlying 
the constituent theme of self-estrangement: Limited English language skills, separation 
from friends and family, and separation from ethnic community. These are outlined 
below:  
Facet One: Limited English language skills. Three participants linked their lack 
of activity to their lack of English language proficiency preventing them from enrolling 
in desired studies or obtaining work, both of which would be experienced as 
meaningful. Similarly, Thiri reported that, other than for visiting friends and family, she 
did not seek out meaningful activity because she could not speak English: “Because I 
don’t speak English, I can only go from my house to my daughter’s house.”  
Facet Two: Separation from friends and family. Two participants reported that 
they were unable to engage in meaningful activity because they were separated from the 
friends and family whom they would typically engage in such activity with. For 
example, Htoo reported that he enjoyed smoking with friends, but was unable to engage 
in that activity as much as he would like because he was separated from his friends and 
had not yet established new friendships in Brisbane. Furthermore, the cost of cigarettes 
was much higher in Australia. 
Facet Three: Separation from ethnic community. Swan reported that she did not 
engage in meaningful activity in Australia because there were limited opportunities for 
her to engage with members of her own ethnicity, and limited opportunities to 
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participate in cultural or religious celebrations with them that would typically be 
rewarding and engaging: “I really miss my church where I can sing and listen with my 
own dialect, but here there is none so I really miss that and that is also difficult.”  
Explication of participants’ lived experience of wellbeing at Time 2 
In this section I present the findings that emerged from the Time 2 Interviews, 
enabling insight into the experience of refugee wellbeing as it emerged approximately 
three years after the first interviews for this project. In Time 2 Interviews the 
participants were asked to describe their lives in Australia since the Time 1 Interviews. 
IPA revealed that the participants’ narratives clustered around three superordinate 
themes, which together captured participants’ experience of wellbeing in resettlement. 
Those superordinate themes were: Distress, Isolation, and Surviving. They are 
presented in Table 4 below. It is important to note that these themes interwove 
throughout geographical and temporal stages discussed in the interview, and hence, 
must not be viewed as linear. In the section that follows, I detail the emerging themes. It 
should be noted that Distress, Isolation, and Surviving did not emerge as discrete 
concepts. This means that there was some overlap in the constituent themes and facets 
underlying them, and that the three superordinate themes influenced one another.  
Superordinate theme: Distress. The superordinate theme of distress 
exemplified the enduring hardship and adversity that was involved in resettlement, and 
the impact that that hardship had on participants’ physical, emotional and psychological 
worlds. Distress was grouped into five constituent themes: Unemployment; Financial 
Dependency and Insufficiency; Dissatisfaction with Educational Pursuits; Separation 
from Family; and, Overwhelming Symptomatology. Collectively, these subthemes 
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Table 4 
 
Superordinate themes, constituent themes and facets in the context of medium-term 
refugee resettlement 
 
Superordinate themes Constituent themes Facets 
Surviving  Cognitive Strategies & Inner 
Resources 
Restructuring, Critical thinking, 
Distraction, Comparison with the 
past, Recognition of universal 
capabilities & self-motivation, 
Drawing upon metaphors/fables 
 Religious & Philosophical Beliefs Christianity, Buddhism 
 Support Friends, Family, Community  
Mainstream population 
 
Distress Unemployment 
 
Limited English language skills 
Discrimination, Inexperience with 
job seeking, Limited job 
opportunities & limited training, 
Health problems 
 Financial Dependency & 
Insufficiency 
Insufficiency to cover basic needs, 
Insufficiency to cover non-
essential needs, Insufficiency to 
cover family needs 
 Unsuccessful Education Mode of instruction, Conflicting 
priorities & loss of interest, Age 
concerns, Limited practice, 
Financial concerns 
 Separation from Family Unsuccessful attempts at family 
reunification, Waiting for family 
reunification 
 Overwhelming symptomatology Difficult emotions, Difficult 
somatic experiences, Suicidal 
ideation 
 
Isolation Social Isolation From friends & family, From 
other refugees, From mainstream 
pop.  
 Cultural Isolation Difference in cultural practices 
Limited means for maintaining 
cultural practices  
 Self-Estrangement Lack of meaningful & rewarding 
activities, Separation from family 
& friends 
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elucidated the impact of resettlement on the lives of participants, portraying an 
experience of unfulfilled expectations, loss and powerlessness, engendering profound 
feelings of disappointment and despair. In the following section the five constituent 
themes underlying the theme of Distress are outlined in detail, including a description of 
their underlying facets, with quotes from participants’ narratives to illustrate the 
meaning of inherent in each.    
Constituent theme: Unemployment. Most (i.e., 9 out of 12) of the participants 
were jobless at the time of the second interview despite the fact that they were willing to 
work full-time in any field of employment, as Swan’s statement reflects: “Whatever 
kind of job, if I get I will do the job, for example cleaning or whatever I can. Whatever 
kind of job I get, I will do.” There was one exception, with one participant only desiring 
to find full-time employment in the area of his expertise (see the quotation from Than in 
facet three, listed below).  
Of the three participants who were employed, all three reported being 
dissatisfied due to their positions being part-time rather than full-time. For example, 
Myra reported: “I came here and I got a job, but it is not full-time but part-time. I’d 
really love to get full-time.” Two of the employed participants worked part-time at a 
refugee resettlement agency and one of the employed participants worked part-time at a 
grocery store. Both the participants who were employed part-time, and the participants 
who were unemployed, identified factors that they felt were contributing to their lack of 
permanent, full-time work. These factors represent the six facets underlying the theme 
of unemployment and were: Limited English language skills, discrimination, 
inexperience with job seeking, limited job opportunities and limited training, and health 
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concerns. They are outlined in detail below. 
Facet One: Limited English language skills. All of the participants reported that 
it was their lack of proficiency in English that prevented them from applying for and 
obtaining work. For example, Swan reported: “I have some English problems, so if you 
don’t have the English you cannot find the job, and then you can not…you cannot do 
something, so because of those things it is like barriers.” Similarly, Myra explained: 
“Because of the language barriers, even though I would like to find another job I cannot 
find.” 
Facet Two: Discrimination. Four of the twelve participants reported that their 
employment prospects were restricted by discrimination. For two of these participants 
perceived discrimination was in the form of racism. Nu stated: “What I feel it is 
discrimination, especially for the Asian community. In Australia people say there is no 
discrimination, but what I feel is that there is discrimination when I am looking for a 
job.” For Ko and Thiri, however, perceived discrimination was in the form of ageism. 
Thiri succinctly stated: “Older people do not get given jobs here.” 
Facet Three: Inexperience with job seeking. Three of the twelve participants 
linked their inability to obtain employment with their lack of familiarity and discomfort 
when using the job-seeking methods that are common in Australia. Firstly, as a part of 
their post-arrival settlement support, refugees are instructed to search for work using job 
seeker websites. However, those instructions do not take into account that to do so is a 
daunting task, given most who arrived in Australia as refugees were raised in rural areas 
and have either never used a computer before, or have had only irregular experience 
using a computer. Myra reflected on this when discussing the reasons it was difficult for 
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her to find a full-time job to replace her part-time one: “The Red Cross find this job for 
me, so to find (another) job on the internet, I don’t have the IT knowledge.”  
Secondly, in Australia, two important methods for obtaining employment are 
making new contacts and demonstrating one’s ability to potential employers through, 
for example, the provision of a resume. Both methods were alien to many of the 
participants, given that most of them had acquired their previous occupations through 
friends or family. For example, Than expressed his frustration with the concept of 
having to search for work, asserting that the government should test refugees to 
ascertain their skills and then assign them jobs based on those skills: “They should test 
you, how you perform well…It’s like what I would like to say to the government is that 
the government should find a job for people who have some skills.” 
Facet Four: Limited job opportunities and limited training. Prior to migrating to 
Australia, most (i.e., 9 of the 12) of the participants worked in occupations that are 
primarily located in rural settings, such as farming, fishing, or mining. Given that all of 
the participants were resettled in an urban centre of Australia, there was little 
opportunity for them to work in their area of expertise. Furthermore, they had little 
training necessary to establish alternative occupations. Thus, most participants were left 
jobless despite their eagerness to work. This is reflected in the following quotation by 
Htoo: “When I go to the job place, they ask what I do before and I say I work as a 
fisherman, and so yeah, here there is no fishing job. Yeah, I went to the job network 
appointment and, yeah, told them I will do whatever job, even though I cannot speak 
English, I will do, but they did not give me job.” Only Than was offered a job outside of 
his area of expertise, however he found this offer offensive and chose to remain 
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unemployed: “For me I am good at making furniture and they ask me to go and do 
cleaning jobs! I don’t like the cleaning job! I like furniture job, so I just don’t do the 
job.” 
Facet Five: Health Concerns. For three participants, ongoing health concerns 
prevented them from considering employment. These heath concerns included back 
pain and chronic headaches. For example, Taw stated: “Yes, my health is not good, so I 
am not fit to work, so it’s really hard.” 
Constituent theme: Financial dependency and insufficiency. Most (i.e., 9 out 
of 12) of the participants were dependent upon financial benefits from the government 
for their survival. However, participants reported that these benefits were largely 
insufficient for their needs. Specifically, they stated that the benefits were insufficient to 
cover their basic needs, non-essential needs, and family needs. These three unmet needs 
represented the facets underlying the theme of financial dependency and insufficiency. 
They are described in detail below.  
 The three participants who did not report being dependent upon financial 
benefits were employed part-time. Nevertheless, they also reported that the money they 
earned was not enough to cover their basic, non-essential, or family needs thereby 
leaving them to struggle with multiple responsibilities and limited resources. This is 
reflected in Myra’s statement: “I came here three years but I don’t even have my own 
transport, so confused about whether I should send money to my children or buy a car, 
or something like that… that is why I am really confused and I cannot make a right 
decision whether I should support my children, whether I should support my father in 
law or my father, or whether I should buy a car.” 
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NB: The above quote could suggest that this participant was deciding whether to 
feed their family or buy a car for herself. In the broader context of the interview, it 
simply reflected that having a car would enable her to work more hours, as it would 
reduce her current travel time (she relies upon three buses to get her to work), and 
would open up opportunities for additional work. This would consequently provide her 
with additional income to support her children and extended family in Burma while also 
developing a more fulfilling life in Australia. This perspective is akin to starting a 
business: do you invest in resources to generate more income in the longer term? 
Facet One: Insufficiency to cover basic needs. While participants acknowledged 
that the money they received was sufficient to cover the majority of their basic needs 
(e.g., food, water, utilities, public transport), they reported that it was an ongoing 
struggle to meet their rent. Indeed, almost all of the participants reported that they been 
forced to move from their initial place of residence in Australia due to rent increases 
that they could not afford. This was particularly distressing to two participants because 
they were unaware that: (a) they would have to pay rent upon moving to Australia, and 
(b) the initial housing they received upon arriving in Australia would be only 
temporary.  
Myra reported: “What the government do is very basic, it is difficult to succeed. 
What I didn’t know when I moved here is that I have to rent house! Similarly, Ko 
stated: I got here just a few money, I have to pay the phone bill, the electricity, so I 
cannot manage.” Participants also reported that their finances were insufficient to cover 
the additional expense of maintaining their cultural food preferences, which involved 
traveling to remote Asian grocery stores and/or paying large prices for imported 
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products. Htoo stated: “The Centrelink [financial aid office] payment is not enough. It’s 
like, once a week, sometimes two weeks per time, I go shopping in Inala [a suburb in 
Australia], there is the Asian market where I go.”  
Facet Two: Insufficiency to cover non-essential needs. Participants reported that 
their finances were much too low to cover personal expenses, such as driving lessons, 
mobile phone bills, phone cards, cigarettes, car expenses, clothing, and beauty products. 
Swan stated:  
“Yes, I have many problems because the benefits can cover my rent, food and 
the other things, but I don’t have the extra left for ourself, so I have a problem 
with that! I need a car for transport, and also on the other hand I need to learn 
how to drive, so it costs me also a lot, but I don’t have the money to pay for the 
lessons. Yes, I think I have been here for almost 3 years, however I haven’t got 
drivers license yet!”  
Similarly, Htoo declared: “I pay for my rent and there is no money left so I cannot enjoy 
my life.”  
Facet Three: Insufficiency to cover family needs. Participants reported that their 
finances were insufficient to account for the fact that they were: (a) supporting family 
members overseas; (b) paying large costs to maintain communication with those family 
members; and, (c) paying application fees and so on in ongoing attempts to bring those 
family members to Australia. Nu exclaimed: “It’s [financial benefit] not sufficient! I 
study here alone, there is no family, because my family remain behind in India, so I 
have to support family somewhere, so financially I have to send money to them, so it is 
very hard.” Likewise, Myra declared: “Centrelink [Financial aid office] give you only 
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enough to survive for everyday, but you not have any extra...if my children are here 
together with me, I don’t have to worry about them…the cost of communicating with 
them is very great.” 
Constituent theme: Unsuccessful education. Ten out of the twelve participants 
reported that they were disappointed with their experiences studying English in 
Australia. All twelve participants reported that they had studied English at a Technical 
and Further Education (TAFE) campus in Brisbane through the Australian Migrant 
English Program (AMEP). However, after almost three years in Australia, only three 
participants reported that they had acquired the ability to communicate in English, with 
most participants remaining unskilled and many having dropped out of class altogether. 
Furthermore, three of the twelve participants reported that they had attempted to enrol 
in studies other than English during resettlement, but had failed to do so. 
The participants identified six major factors that served as barriers to obtaining 
an education in English and in additional areas in Australia. These represented the 
facets underlying the theme of unsuccessful education and were: Mode of instruction, 
conflicting priorities and loss of interest, age concerns, limited opportunities for 
practice, and financial concerns. They are all outlined below:   
Facet One: Mode of instruction. Two participants reported that they had 
difficulty connecting with the mode through which they received instruction in their 
courses. In particular, participants noted two things that made it difficult for them to 
learn. Firstly, they had difficulty participating in English classes due to the fact that they 
could not understand the native English speakers who were teaching the class. This is 
demonstrated in the following exchange: 
	  	  
146 
Interviewer: So, since you came to Australia you’ve been studying? (participant 
nods) When and where did you go to school? 
Taw: “Yes, English language. I have never been able to read or write any letter, 
any alphabet. So just when I arrive in Australia I have to learn about A, B, C. I 
have never been to school in my life.” 
Interviewer: So, what was it like going to school here in Australia? 
Taw: “It’s not quite good for me.” 
Interviewer: What makes it not good for you? 
Taw: “The real problem, the difficulty, is the teacher doesn’t understand me and 
I don’t understand the teacher. It’s a big problem, so it’s like, meaningless for us 
because no matter how we try, no matter what she say…” 
Secondly, participants had difficulty connecting with the didactic method through 
which English was taught in their courses. The didactic method is a teaching approach 
that aims to engage students’ minds by offering the teacher as an authoritative figure, 
guide, and resource, with an overall goal of obtaining knowledge. In contrast to the 
didactic method, We Se reported: “Our culture we learn through community, by talking 
to one another and doing things together to help one another, not sit and listen to 
teacher.”  
Facet Two: Conflicting priorities & loss of interest. Two participants reported 
that they suspended their studies in English so as to focus on gaining employment, a 
decision that was motivated by ongoing financial difficulty. For example, Myra stated: 
“I haven’t finished my course because I found a job and I quit and went straight to 
workplace.” 
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Facet Three: Age concerns. Two participants reported that they suspended their 
studies in English because they felt that it was inappropriate to continue studying at 
their age. For example, Than stated: “It depend on your age. Like for example you are 
over fifty so you go and study, it doesn’t make sense to you anymore. Human being is 
like, we have different level of age, how can you say, you should be at this level at this 
age.” Ko reported that he was interested in studying law in Australia, but was dissuaded 
from doing so by a government official on the basis of his age: “How do you call, job 
provider? She tell me…“Nooooo! It is not time to study for you, you are over 60. 
Particularly, it is time for work”. 
Facet Four: Limited practice. Three participants reported that the instruction in 
English language they’d received had not translated into actual English proficiency 
because they had limited opportunities to practice the language outside of those classes. 
For Thiri, practice was limited by her fear of being teased: “Back in our country 
sometimes we see white people and we try to speak English, but our accent is not quite 
good or pronunciation is not quite correct, so some people they laugh at us, so we feel, 
we come, we loss our confidence, we become shy to speak.” For Than, practice was 
limited because he did not know of any English speaking people whom he could 
practice with: “If you study and then stop, everything you learn goes away…it is good 
to learn English to sit with English speaking people drinking and eating. It is the only 
way to learn to speak better. But I know none.” For Swan, practice was limited by the 
fact that she lived with two refugees from Burma who were of a different ethnicity to 
her and she was focused on learning to communicate with them in their language, rather 
than focused on practicing English. This is reflected in the following passage: “There 
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was no one I know when I arrive, and they put me in a house with 2 others who do not 
speak Burmese, so I have to try to learn their language to communicate. I could not 
speak their language, they cannot speak my language.”  
Facet Five: Financial concerns. Ko and Lay reported that they were unable to 
pursue desired study in Australia due to the cost associated with those studies. For 
example, when asked why he chose not to pursue his interest in studying law or 
teaching, Ko stated: “eh, it will cause, uh, thirty thousand, yeah, it will cause thirty 
thousand, I haven’t money.” Similarly, when asked why she didn’t pursue her desired 
studies in teaching, Lay stated: “big problem is with money, it cost a lot…because at 
that time we just arrive, so I just change my mind.”  
Constituent theme: Separation from family. At the time of the second 
interview, only one of the nine participants who immigrated to Australia without their 
immediate family members (i.e., spouse, children) had been reunited with their family. 
Of the eight participants who remained separated from their families, two participants 
had experienced failed attempts at reunification and six participants continued to wait 
for reunification. All of the participants reported that they were shocked not to have 
been reunited with their family members, for they believed that reunification was a 
certainty in Australia. This is illustrated in Htoo’s statement: “First we think, we 
thought to go to the American or Ireland, but we refused to go because we like to come 
to Australia because Australian government have family reunion, that’s why we come 
to Australia, so our family will get family reunion.” There were two facets underlying 
the theme of separation from family: Unsuccessful attempts at family reunification and 
waiting for family reunification. These are outlined below:  
	  	  
149 
Facet One: Unsuccessful attempts at family reunification. Two participants 
reported that their family members’ applications for reunification had been rejected; 
however, they did not understand why they had been rejected and they were confused 
about what action to take next. For example, We Se reported: “I’ve been waiting, it’s 
still very hard. And, emotionally, that’s very hard, that nobody really, that you can talk 
to…I try to sponsor my father in Burma, but they just didn’t give, the visa.” For Htoo, 
the rejection of his wife, daughter, and son’s application was extremely distressing, 
given that his daughter disappeared shortly afterward and his wife was then diagnosed 
with breast cancer: “So, at first when I apply for my wife and they say she will be 
coming this year or another year…but now they reject, so there is no chance, so I feel 
everyday I am thinking what should I do? Like my daughter, she also rejected, and now 
she, she has disappeared. I can only die here.” 
Facet Two: Waiting for family reunification. Six participants reported that they 
continued to wait for reunification with their family members, yet had little 
understanding of the process and of whether their family members would ever arrive. 
Myra expressed her confusion in the following quotation: “Some of my other friends 
from Burma after they apply 5-6 months their children arrive, for my children it has 
been years but they haven’t arrived yet so I don’t know what’s wrong.” 
Constituent theme: Overwhelming symptomatology. More than half (i.e., 7 out 
of 12) of the participants reported experiencing overwhelming symptomatology at the 
time of the second interview. There were three facets underlying the theme of 
overwhelming symptomatology and these represented the form of symptomatology: 
difficult emotions, difficult somatic experiences, and/or suicidality. These are outlined 
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below: 
Facet One: Difficult emotions. Seven participants reported that they were 
experiencing emotional distress in the form of sadness, loneliness, disappointment, 
frustration, grief, anxiety, hopelessness, and/or homelessness. Swan stated: “I have been 
here for a little while and I haven’t got anything yet, so I haven’t reached my goal yet, 
so it is different from what I expect and sometime I feel maybe hopeless or maybe 
feeling down, not depressed yet, but despair.” Taw described: “For me I cannot face my 
future, because I am in trouble...I don’t have nothing to comfort my life. I don’t have 
nothing.” Lily expressed: “I feel lonely and upset and sad… I have lost all my hope for 
life.” Than explained: I have no job, so I can’t do anything. If you are not happy, you 
are depressed. If you have job you are happy, but if not you are depressed.” Htoo stated: 
“I do not have hope. I am feeling lonely, lonely.”  
Facet Two: Difficult somatic experiences. Lily and Taw reported that they were 
experiencing somatic symptoms in the absence of any medical reason for those 
symptoms. Lily reported: “I have one side of my head, it has pain, sometimes it is a 
sharp pain, sometimes it is dizzy, the whole world is going around, dizzy, and I would 
like to vomit, it is really hard for me sometimes, that is why I am very unhappy to stay 
alive sometimes.” Taw said that he was experiencing ongoing somatic symptoms in the 
form of chronic back pain. This pain had started while living in a refugee camp in 
Thailand and had continued despite a lack of diagnosis and ongoing medical care in 
Australia.  
“When I was in the camp I thought that if I came to this country, my health issue 
will be treated, maybe everything will be recovered. However, I have been here 
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for almost 3 years. I have been to the doctors many times and nothing has 
happened to my life. I have no hope.” 
Facet Three: Suicidality3. Lily and Htoo reported experiencing distress in the 
form of chronic suicidal ideation. Lily reported: “When I think about everything in this 
country, it is hard for me to survive. I do not enjoy my life. It is very hard for me to 
survive…. I never think about the future. I only keep going. I really upset and 
depressed. Sometimes I think about committing suicide.” Htoo stated: “I want to die. If 
I don’t live anymore, it is better than, it is better than living.” When asked whether he 
would take his own life, he responded: “Yes, yes, to kill myself, the cars are running out 
there so I crash myself into the car or I will hang myself here with the rope.”  
Superordinate theme: Isolation. The superordinate theme of isolation signified 
the distancing of participants from each other, from society, from cultural practices, 
from what was important or meaningful to them, and/or from their own sense of self. 
This superordinate theme had three constituent themes: social isolation, cultural 
isolation, and self-estrangement. Collectively, these constituent themes elucidated the 
impact of resettlement on the lives of participants, portraying an experience where 
people struggle with maintaining their true existence while struggling for subsistence. In 
the following section the three constituent themes underlying the theme of Social 
Isolation are outlined in detail, including a description of their underlying facets, with 
quotes from participants’ narratives to illustrate the meaning inherent in each.    
Constituent theme: Social isolation. Almost all (i.e., 10 out of 12) of the 
participants reported being socially isolated at the time of the second interview. 
Specifically, participants reported that they were isolated from their friends and family, 	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from other refugees from Burma living in Brisbane, including persons from the same 
ethnic background, and/or from the mainstream population. These three forms of 
isolation represented the three facets underlying the theme of social isolation and they 
are discussed in full below. The two participants who did not complain of social 
isolation were married, had migrated to Australia together along with their children, and 
were active members of the Karen community. These two participants reported that 
they had little contact with the mainstream Australian community, however this was not 
distressing or undesirable to them.   
Facet One: From friends and family. Six participants reported that they were 
separated from immediate family members (e.g., spouse, children) while six participants 
reported that they were separated from extended family members (e.g., parents, 
siblings). All of the participants reported that they were separated from friends. 
Participants reported that the family members and friends from whom they were 
separated were living in Burma, in refugee camps in Thailand, or in other countries of 
asylum. This separation made it difficult for participants to engage with their lives in 
Australia, leaving them in a sort of limbo while waiting for family. For example, Myra 
stated: “To be able to succeed your life, its very hard for me because I have been 
separated from my family, I feel very isolated.” 
Facet Two: From other refugees. Half of the twelve participants reported that 
they had limited contact with other refugees from Burma, including those of the same 
ethnic background. For some participants this was because they identified with ethnic 
groups that were minimally represented in Brisbane and, therefore, there was little 
community with which to engage. For example, when Lily was asked what support she 
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had received since her husband died of cancer during their second year of resettlement, 
she responded: “Nothing from the community.” The interpreter for this study then 
explained, “the Chin community is not strong” (meaning that it was small in number). 
“She does not have support from that community which is not strong or helpful.” Other 
participants had minimal engagement with persons from the same ethnic background 
because they lived far away from one another. This is illustrated in the following 
exchange: 
Interviewer: Are you able to communicate with people from your own 
community who are here? 
Taw: “No I am not able to do this, so I stay like this [alone]” 
Interviewer: What prevents you from making friends within the same 
community who speak the same language?  
Taw: “It’s very difficult for me to travel, and I don’t know where they live, they 
are very far, most of them live in [location omitted to protect confidentiality].”  
Participants reported that it was difficult to travel to and from other refugees’ 
homes because their limited language skills made them reluctant to utilise public 
transport. Specifically, participants feared the consequences (e.g., hostility, failure, 
rejection, discrimination) of not being able to understand or of not being understood. 
For example, Lay stated: “we know that that person can’t understand what we say…I 
have one experience when I catch the bus, the bus driver told me 1 dollar and a half or 
something like that, I can’t understand, I ask him to repeat 3 times, that fortunately he 
not angry with me, but my friend say ‘just give $5’ and he give change.” Most (i.e., 9 
out of 12) of the participants did not have an alternative to using public transport. They 
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did not have money to take driving lessons, to pay for the driving test, nor to purchase a 
car, as Myra discussed: “We do have our friends but we live very far from each other, 
and it is very difficult for myself and my daughter to travel because we don’t have car, 
also I don’t have driver license now…I cannot pay for lessons.” 
Facet Three: From the mainstream population. As was the case at the time of 
the first interview, all twelve of the participants stated that they had minimal interaction 
with members of the mainstream population (i.e., Australian citizens &/or permanent 
residents). This was attributed, firstly, to there being limited opportunity for participants 
to meet members of the mainstream population and/or limited English language skills 
with which to interact with those members. For example: 
Interviewer: Because you can’t speak English now, how is that affecting your 
life?  
Taw: “If you cannot speak English, I cannot make friends, so I would really like 
to make friendship with others, so I have to keep it in my mind because I cannot 
speak English” 
Interviewer: Have to keep what in your mind?  
Taw: “I want to make friends, I want to say something but I could not say it”  
Interviewer: Hmmm, that is difficult. So then, how have you gone about meeting 
people and have you been able to make some friends?  
Taw: “No friends, I only have one friend who came from same place (Burma) 
like me” 
Secondly, isolation was attributed to a disinterest in engaging with members of the 
mainstream community because of cultural differences, which is illustrated in the 
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following dialogue: 
Thiri: “I study English until now, ...  go to school regularly, 4 days a week” 
Interviewer: What were your experiences at school interacting with lots of 
different people?  
Thiri: “I have met many people” 
Interviewer: Do you socialise with them? 
Thiri: “No. I socialise with Karen people.”  
Interviewer: Is there a reason why you don’t socialise with the people you have 
met at school? 
Thiri: “Many differences between us. Some of customs here are good, but most I 
don’t get used to. Want to stay with the same.” 
And thirdly, isolation was attributed to a reluctance to engage with members of 
the mainstream community for fear of prejudice. Lay stated: “the other thing is like, um, 
when we first come, uh, it is, becomes for me, like the difference in skin, you 
know…it’s new, like little bit, hard to approach, hard for us to approach to others… I 
worry that we not, that they not be friendly with us.” Indeed, some participants reported 
experiencing discrimination from the mainstream community. Nu recalled: “They say 
‘why are you so small?’ Sometimes they say bad things, but we don’t know how to 
speak, and we don’t know how to do, so sometimes they say bad things but we don’t 
respond anything.” Myra observed: “After 3 years here I can see, how can I say, clearly 
that they are discriminating, people are not treated equally, because I can see that.”  
Constituent theme: Cultural isolation. The majority (i.e., 9 out of 12) of the 
participants reported that they experienced cultural isolation in Australia. That is to say 
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that they perceived the cultural practices of mainstream Australian society to be very 
different from their own (i.e., the cultural practices of people of a specific ethnicity 
from Burma and of people from South-East Asia), and they found it difficult to 
maintain their own cultural practices while living in Australia. Here, I use the term 
cultural practices to denote goals, values, and perspectives. Interestingly, the three 
participants who did not express a sense of cultural estrangement were the family 
discussed earlier. It is possible that the existence of a large and active community (i.e., 
the Karen community) provided these participants with both the means for maintaining 
and the social norms for guiding cultural practices and customs in Australia, thus 
making them feel less isolated. Indeed, Lay reported: “We feel like we stay in our own 
country, we feel like we stay in our own group, we still feel like in Burma.” The two 
facets underlying cultural isolation were: Differences in cultural practices and Limited 
means for maintaining cultural practices. These are outlined below:  
Facet One: Differences in cultural practices. The majority (i.e., 9 out of 12) of 
the participants noted disparity between themselves and mainstream Australian society 
in preferences for food, manner of eating, and living conditions. They also noted 
differences in perspective of acceptable parenting styles, definition of, and importance 
of, family, male-female equality, interracial relationships, acceptable forms of public 
behaviour, and approaches and attitudes to work. Thiri noted: “People are kissing in 
public here. I cannot get used to.” Her daughter, Lay, also noticed this behaviour: 
“When we first come so, um, people are kissing in public, yeah, not really for me, first 
time when I saw that I feel, like bit, not, bit shame for them, but um, not, little bit, get 
used to it, but I don’t do that!” Lay also noted other cultural differences: “People (in 
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Australia) if they don’t like something say no straight away. We feel a bit, polite, how 
you say, even though we don’t like, we don’t say. Oh, and another thing, and the baby 
sleeps in different rooms from the parents, yeah um, I sleep with my parents till I got 
married!”  
Participants also noted differences in goals, values, and perspectives regarding 
growth and healing in Australia. Specifically, they noted that the counselling services 
made available to assist them with managing the challenges of resettlement were largely 
unhelpful because they were based on Western models of growth and healing, rather 
than on their own. For example, of an experience in counselling Htoo recalled: “The 
counsellor only ask me are you okay, are you eating well, sleep well, everything good? 
They do not tell me what they will help me, with family” Furthermore, We Se 
explained: “They (psychologists & counsellors in Australia) don’t really understand 
us…Hmmm, most of the times people have seen psychologists or counsellors and 
especially Western psychologists are not effective to Burmese…the psychologist did 
not understand their background and their understanding as well as the circumstance.” 
Facet Two: Limited means for maintaining cultural practices. We Se expressed 
an interest in reassessing the cultural practices he had been brought up with and in 
adopting new practices where he deemed necessary. He stated: “When a person come 
here they have to transform some of their culture. In my culture, women are not 
supposed to sit on the chair when they are eating. This is a kind of torture. It’s 
oppression.” The majority (i.e., 8 out of 12) of the participants, however, reported that 
they wished to maintain their own cultural practices while living in Australia. 
Furthermore, they expressed concern as to how they would continue to do that when 
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their customs were not congruent with the available means for maintaining them (e.g., 
continuing to eat preferred foods when financial benefits do not cover the added cost of 
obtaining those foods) and when the social norms regulating conduct in Australia were 
unsupportive of those practices (e.g., hitting a child as a form of discipline).  
Indeed, by the time of the second interview some (i.e., 3 out of 12) participants 
had already been forced to alter their lifestyle choices because of cultural differences. 
To illustrate: Lay chose not to continue with the teaching career that she had established 
while living in a refugee camp in Thailand because she did not feel that she could adjust 
to cultural differences in the practice of teaching between Thailand and Australia. In 
particular, she did not believe that she could adjust to differences in the positioning of 
power between students and teachers: 
Lay: “I feel I couldn’t make it, a teach, uh, because um, the first thing is, for 
like, to deal with the children, um, classroom management, yeah”  
Interviewer: Did you think it would be more difficult to manage the classroom 
than it was overseas? 
Lay: “I think here, it is a bit more, open, open, uh, how do you say, like you 
were used to teaching in uh, in the camp, and then mostly only teacher teach 
teach teach teach and students repeat what teacher say, but here it will be a 
different, you know?” 
Interviewer: You mean the children are better behaved in Burma? 
Lay: “Yeah! They just listen and coy and…” 
Interviewer: Are Disciplined? 
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Lay: “Yeah, they, but not really good, I know, not really good to compare to 
here.”  
Interviewer: Hmmm, it sounds like children here are more difficult to control? 
Lay: “Yes! Because most of the children, because here it is like uh the children’s 
here have opportunity to ask questions and do, and it is bit hard for me, like 
language, if I have to discipline them, I have to use the language and what’s 
should I do, what’s should I say that, you know, polite way, so bit hard for me” 
(Translator: She means she does not know what to say to them politely because 
we can discipline students by hitting them, for teachers is really okay). 
Interviewer: So it is difficult because of the language? And, maybe also the 
culture difference? Because teachers here must be polite and use words to 
discipline children whereas teachers in Burma can be bossy and use physical 
punishment?  
Lay: “Yeah Yeah Yeah”  
Constituent theme: Self-estrangement. During Time 2 Interviews the majority 
(i.e., 10 out of 12) of participants expressed a sense of being less than they might ideally 
be in Australia, or had previously been before resettlement, which consequently left 
them feeling as though they were observers of the world rather than active members in 
it. Contributing to this sense of self-estrangement was a lack of meaningful and 
rewarding activities, and separation from family and friends. These represent the two 
facets underlying the theme of self-estrangement. They are outlined below. 
Facet One: Lack of meaningful and rewarding activities. Ten of the twelve 
participants were not participating in activities that they found rewarding or engaging at 
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the time of the second interview. What was rewarding and engaging to half of the 
participants was work and/or study; thus, the inability to find a job and/or enrol in a 
desired course of study was what prevented them from engaging in rewarding activity. 
For example:  
Interviewer: You had a dream to become a lawyer, but could not do that because 
of language barriers and financial barriers. Have you found a new dream to 
replace that one?  
Ko: “In Australia, I don’t think so. No, don’t think so. If I found a way, I will 
try. No, I don’t think so, can’t find a way.”  
Given that these participants believed unemployment and inability to study would 
remain well into their futures, some of them expressed a sense that resettlement in 
Australia had cost them their true existence or sense of self. For example, Htin stated: 
“We come here for our children, for next generation. Not for us. Here we don’t have so 
much. Here we can’t do so much.” Similarly, Than stated: “I don’t have opportunity to 
use my skills...And like here I have skill but I don’t have job, so it is like I am wasting 
my life. Here I feel like jobless, not happy, like I can do nothing…Sometimes I look at 
my children, and if there is no children I would not come here.”   
Facet Two: Separation from family and friends. Many (i.e., 7 out of 12) of the 
participants were separated from some of their immediate family members (i.e., spouse, 
children) and most (i.e., 9 out of 12) participants were separated from some of their 
external family members (i.e., cousins, uncles, aunts). As a result, these participants 
experienced a lack of embeddedness that was associated with a lack of contact with 
one’s self. This is evident in the following exchange, where Htoo reveals how his lack 
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of contact with family members is contributing to a sense of insanity brought on by 
isolation, obsessive thoughts of family, and lack of meaningful activity: 
Interviewer: While you are not working now, what do you do with your time? 
Htoo: “I do nothing. I don’t know what is going to happen in my head, but I 
think I going to be crazy.” 
 Interviewer: What is a crazy man to you? 
Htoo: “I stay at home, no job, no family, no one with me, so everyday I think 
it’s getting, your head is getting hot, feel like your brain is going to explode.” 
Interviewer: Is that because you have lots of thoughts in your head? 
Htoo: “Yeah, pressure because thinking too much, thinking for family.”  
Superordinate theme: Surviving. The superordinate theme of surviving 
represented the difficult journey of accepting pain, remaining engaged with the present, 
and taking action towards a valued direction in life (i.e., one that includes the 
obtainment of initial expectations for resettlement) through enduring hardship and 
adversity. Surviving was grouped into three constituent themes: Cognitive strategies 
and inner resources; religious and philosophical beliefs; and, support. Collectively, 
these subthemes elucidated how participants maximised their potential for a rich, full 
and meaningful life despite the ongoing challenges of resettlement.  In the following 
section the three constituent themes underlying the theme of Surviving are outlined in 
detail, including a description of their underlying facets, with quotes from participants’ 
narratives to illustrate the meaning of inherent in each.    
Constituent theme: Cognitive strategies and inner resources. Almost all of the 
participants (i.e., 10 out of 12) reported that they used a range of cognitive and inner 
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resources to: (a) undermine the power of their painful emotions, disappointing 
experiences, and unfulfilling circumstances; (b) develop a transcendent sense of self; 
and, (c) remain focused on their values so as to instil hope for the creation of a 
meaningful life, which frequently meant the maintenance of expectations held upon first 
arriving in Australia. There were six facets underlying the theme of cognitive strategies 
and inner resources: Restructuring, critical thinking, distraction, comparison with the 
past, recognition of universal capabilities and self-motivation, and drawing upon 
metaphors/fables. These are outlined below.  
Facet One: Restructuring. Three participants reported that they used cognitive 
restructuring - that is the identification and dispute of maladaptive or unhelpful thoughts 
- to undermine their painful feelings and stay focused on their values. For example, Lay 
stated: “I think that people on the street, if they not talk to me in friendly way, I thought, 
maybe they have problem at home…so, doesn’t matter.”  
Facet Two: Critical thinking. We Se reported using critical thinking, meaning 
that he actively thought about and challenged his beliefs and actions, in order to develop 
a transcendent sense of self and to stay focused on his values: “People must be willing 
to change, open-minded, question your own values and your upbringing, not everything 
is relevant in a new place.” 
Facet Three: Distraction. Two participants reported that they used distraction to 
undermine their painful feelings, meaning that they placed their attention on interesting 
and/or engaging activities. For example, Htin reflected: “If I have problem, I forget it. I 
do something else. I read the book. I listen to music. I open a bible and read. So, it is 
okay. The worry is no good for us, so we need to forget.”  
	  	  
163 
Facet Four: Comparison with the past. Three participants undermined their 
painful feelings, stayed focused on their values, and developed a transcendent sense of 
self by comparing the circumstances of their lives in Australia with their lives prior to 
resettlement. This engendered gratitude. For example, We Se stated: “Hmmm, I would 
prefer to live in Burma with my siblings and parents, but that is when it comes to 
relationships. When it comes to freedom, I want to stay here. You cannot calculate the 
price of freedom.” Similarly, Htin declared:  “I compare for the young people life in 
Burma with life in Australia. Here no problem. No problem. Yes, lot of problem in 
Burma. Lot of bad thing...So you should think about that and you should encourage 
yourself.” 
Facet Five: Recognition of universal capabilities and self-motivation. Lay 
reported that she overcame her fears and doubts by comparing herself with others and 
noting universal capabilities, which subsequently motivated her to do the things she was 
afraid of: “Sometimes I compare myself with my friends, my friends who come from 
Burma, uh, they can do that, so I can do that as well, and so I also thought that lots of 
Asians come here, and they study so I also study. We are the same. We are people, no 
matter where we are born.” 
Facet Six: Drawing upon metaphors/fables. Ko reported that he drew upon 
metaphors and fables, as well as the life stories of historical figures, in order to 
overcome painful feelings, stay focused on values, and engender self-motivation. To 
illustrate: 
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Ko: “I get many lesson from, uhhh, world leader, world leaders. Awww, in 
England and then in Second World War. England is a very difficult, uh 
Churchie?” 
Interviewer: Churchill? 
Ko: “Yeah, Churchill try to, awwwww, overcome the difficult. And, uh, another 
one thing, you know, uhhhhh, Castro, yeah?” 
Interviewer: Yes, Fidel 
Ko: “Castro, yeah, trying, struggling, but try.”  
Interviewer: So, in both cases they had many obstacles in their way, but they 
didn’t ever give up?  
Ko: “Yeah tortoise and rabbit. Yeah, you heard of this?” 
Interviewer: Yes, slow and steady wins the race? 
Ko: “Slow and steady wins the race! Yeah”  
Constituent theme: Religious and philosophical beliefs. More than half (i.e., 7 
out of 12) of the participants reported that they drew upon their religious or 
philosophical beliefs in order to: (a) undermine the power of their painful emotions; (b) 
develop a transcendent sense of self; and, (c) remain focused on their values so as to 
instil hope for the creation of a meaningful life. Specifically, participants drew upon the 
Christian faith and Buddhist philosophy, and these represent the two facets underlying 
the theme of religious and philosophical beliefs. They are outlined below. 
Facet One: Christianity. Three participants reported that they drew upon the 
Christian faith for distraction from their painful feelings, for motivation, for support and 
guidance, and for companionship. Swan stated: “What I think is that Jesus give 
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everybody the same, so I can reach the same thing as other people, so I try to manage 
myself to cope with this feeling, to encourage myself, to overcome my situation.” Lily 
reported: “Because I am a children of god, I pray. So I can still survive because of my 
prayer…When I listen to the people preaching about the bible, I feel fellowship and 
connection with Jesus Christ, so I feel more comfortable and more encouraged. And, Nu 
stated: Sometimes I came to God, and sometimes I listen to (religious) songs.” 
Facet Two: Buddhism. Five participants reported that they drew upon Buddhist 
philosophy, particularly upon Buddha’s first two noble truths (i.e., life means suffering 
& the origin of suffering is attachment) in order to undermine their painful feelings and 
develop a transcendent sense of self. For instance, Ko stated:  
“Life is struggle, to promote, and to progress…Sometimes we, feeling anger, it 
is not possible to stop, to sit, eh. So, I try little bit to reduce. It is good, it is not 
permanent, this. It is temporary this.”  
Interviewer: It sounds like philosophy guiding you. Is this Buddhist philosophy? 
 Ko: “Yes, I also teacher, Buddhist monk.” 
Htin shared a similar philosophy: “I would like to struggle and to try because I can.” As 
did Taw: “Life is struggling, so you have to struggle. 
Constituent theme: Support. More than half (i.e., 7 out of 12) of the participants 
reported that, when possible, they elicited social support in the form of listening, 
offering guidance and solutions, and providing assistance. They elicited support from 
friends, family, community, and the mainstream population. These three forms of 
support represent the facets underlying this theme and they are outlined below. 
Facet One: Friends. Five participants reported that they elicited support from 
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friends to cope with painful feelings and to stay focused on their life direction. Swan 
reported: “Sometime I am very easy to loose my hope and very easy to get down, that is 
why talking to my friend I feel very down, very upset, very hopeless, but my friend they 
try to encourage me, then I am feeling more strong.” 
Facet Two: Family. For Lay, Thiri and Htin entrenchment in the family system 
was a primary resource through which they undermined painful feelings, overcame 
challenges, and achieved goals. Lay discussed: “Um I think that unity of the family, 
because we so close, we help each other a lot. I have my parents, my sister, my brother, 
even though they live north side, if we need help we call them and they come, close 
relationships, they come.” 
Facet three: Community. For Lay, Thiri and Htin entrenchment in the Karen 
community was another primary resource. Lay stated: “We meet every Sunday and 
sometime we have Karen new year, we have big community come to new year, 
sometime we good to help community and sometime we can talk to them, what I feel, 
and sometime like um, to find job, if my friend know that where is that job available 
and then he would ring me and I would ring them, and also have one combined church, 
yeah, worship together, and sometime we go there.” 
Facet four: Mainstream population. Two participants demonstrated their ability 
to seek support and assistance from members of the mainstream population when, 
during the current research, they sought support from the interviewer (me). Htoo 
implored: “I would like to know, you came here, so, do you have anything to help me 
for this issue? Lily requested: Now you will read these letters for me? I cannot read on 
my own.” 
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Explication of participants’ lived experience of wellbeing at Time 3 
In this section I present the findings that emerged from the Time 3 Interviews, 
allowing for an understanding of the experience of refugee wellbeing and for the 
opinions of participants regarding the findings of the current research approximately 
five years into resettlement. The methodology used to inform the Time 3 analysis was 
Thematic Analysis. In Time 3 Interviews the participants were asked to review, discuss, 
and provide feedback on the experience of refugee wellbeing as it emerged from Time 1 
and Time 2 Interviews, before also reflecting upon their experience of refugee 
wellbeing at Time 3, and upon the problems and priorities of refugee wellbeing in 
resettlement as they saw them. Thematic Analysis (TA) revealed that the participants’ 
narratives at Time 3 clustered around two main themes, which together captured how 
participants understood the results of the present research as well as the problems and 
priorities of refugee wellbeing in resettlement. These themes were: We’re Just 
Surviving and We Want Change. These themes are presented in Figure 2, along with the 
sub-themes and facets that comprise them, and are discussed in full detail in the sections 
below.  
We’re just surviving. The theme, We’re just surviving, captured participants’ 
experience of wellbeing at Time 3 Interviews, and in particular, the key problems that 
limited their agency and ability to live well in resettlement. We’re just surviving is 
encapsulated in the following quotations: Than, a middle age Burmese man who 
remained unemployed and unable to speak English at the time of the third interview 
explained: “There is no fluctuation; the train is just stopped. Resettlement then is just to 
survive and I feel very nervous, sad, frustration.” Similarly, Ko, an older man who also 
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Figure 2. Thematic map, drawing upon Thematic Analysis, for Time 3 Interviews4 
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  Note: These themes interwove throughout geographical and temporal stages discussed 
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We	  want	  change	  
We	  want	  work	  
Focus	  on	  the	  practical	  	  
We	  want	  family	  
Change	  the	  way	  you	  teach	  us	  
We're	  just	  surviving	  
Unmet	  Expectations	  •  Education	  •  Family	  •  Employment	  
Distress	  
Unrecognized	  uniqueness	  •  Family	  needs	  •  Emploment	  needs	  •  Education	  needs	  •  Resettlement	  support	  needs	  
You	  got	  it	  
	  	  
169 
remained unemployed, with the exception of some unpaid volunteer work, and who was 
separated from his family at the time of the third interview described the life of his 
fellow refugees from Burma as, “Here, uh, just surviving. No job, no family, uh, just 
surviving.” And Taw, a middle aged Chin man who remained unemployed, unable to 
speak English and socially isolated at the time of the third interview stated: “If your 
dream doesn’t come true, there is only one thing that is left, just to survive.” 
The theme of we’re just surviving comprised four sub-themes: you got it, unmet 
expectations, unrecognised uniqueness, and distress. Collectively, these sub-themes 
elucidated the impact of resettlement on the lives of participants, portraying an 
experience of stagnation, where participants faced unmet expectations with little ability 
to change their own circumstances and their accompanying emotional distress. In the 
following section those three sub-themes are outlined in detail, with quotes from 
participants’ narratives included as illustrations. 
You got it. The sub-theme, you got it, represented participants’ appreciation at 
having had their voices accurately heard and reflected back to them at the initiation of 
Time 3 Interviews. Analysis of Time 1 Interviews identified Hope, Distress and 
Isolation as the themes capturing the experience of the early phase of resettlement. 
Analysis of Time 2 Interviews identified Distress, Isolation, and Surviving as 
the themes capturing the experience of medium-term resettlement. In Time 3 
Interviews, all of the participants reported that those themes accurately identified the 
meaning and experience of refugee resettlement in Australia, as they underwent and 
observed it. For instance, Taw stated: “Yes, this is all my experience.” We Se reported: 
“Yes, I agree with this findings.” Lay affirmed: “Uh, in my opinion these things are 
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very accurate.” Htin confirmed: “It is correct. It is true, yeah.”  
Unmet expectations. All of the participants reported that resettlement failed to 
bring with it the fulfilment of expectations for life in Australia. This is succinctly 
summarised in the following dialogue between the interviewer and Htin, an older Karen 
man who migrated to Australia with his family and who had obtained a position of 
leadership within the Karen community by the time of the third interview: 
Htin: “I read once, don’t fit reality with theory, I mean it is different.” 
Interviewer: “Do you mean that reality in Australia doesn’t meet the theory?”  
Htin: “Yeah, yeah.” 
While participants held and experienced disappointment in expectations for many areas 
of their life, there were three primary areas in which participants’ expectations for life 
in Australia failed to be realised. These were: (a) employment, (b) education, and (c) 
family. These areas represent the three facets underlying the theme of unmet 
expectations. In following section, I provide extracts of narratives to illustrate the 
meaning inherent in those three facets.   
Facet one: Employment. In regard to employment, all nine of the participants 
reported that they had expected to be working fulltime within a year of resettling in 
Australia, regardless of their English ability. Furthermore, they had expected that the 
Australian Government would locate employment for them. Yet, in contrast to their 
expectations, at the time of the third interview six of the participants were unemployed 
and only two of the participants were employed part-time. Than, who remained 
unemployed at the time of the third interview, exclaimed: “I came here with expectation 
that I will get job and they will not get me a job and I do not understand!”  
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We Se, a middle aged Chin man, who at the time of the third interview was 
working part-time at a resettlement agency, demonstrated the disappointment of his 
fellow refugees from Burma by explaining:  
“I have heard that refugees in America are much better than here. We people 
arrive here, like you noticed, in honeymoon. We excited and we want to work. 
We look around and we know we can work here. But there is business policy 
that we have to have language, certificate 3 for diploma, and only then we can 
work. This is big problem. In America there is open policy for anyone whether 
they speak language or not to be employed. Refugees there can work as soon as 
they arrive.” 
At the time of the third interviews, one participant (i.e., Lay) had obtained full-time 
employment. However, she reported that her job did not meet the expectations that she 
had initially held for employment in Australia:  
“Before I come here I thought I would get a job much better than this! I mean 
this job is good enough for me in my situation now, but before when I was in, 
uh, the camp, I thought that if I try and I study, in Australia they going to 
provide, um, education. So, at that time I thought if I were here I would learn 
more English, get some course, then go to university or something like that, but 
the reality is that, when I am here, was here now, am here now, that has not 
happen.” 
Facet Two: Education. In regard to education, all nine of the participants 
reported that they had expected to learn English relatively quickly and effortlessly after 
resettling in Australia. However, only four of the participants were able to communicate 
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in English at Time Three Interviews, while five remained entirely dependent on 
interpreters for communication. Lily, a middle aged Burmese woman who arrived in 
Australia with her husband and children, yet lost her husband to a terminal illness 
within the first two years of resettlement, stated: “I do not have the language.” Lay, who 
resettled in Australia with some ability to speak English, exclaimed: “I think that I do 
not improve my English at all since moving here!”  
Not being able to speak English was problematic for unemployed participants 
because it prevented them from obtaining employment. Not being able to speak English 
was problematic for the two participants working part-time, as their lack of English skill 
made it difficult to communicate with colleagues and managers. For instance, Lily 
reported:  
“For me now I am doing a casual job, 4 hours a day, 3 days a week, and I cannot 
tell what they want me to do. I try to guess. I cannot say something to them, 
even though I want to because I cannot construct sentence. They cannot 
understand me. I feel very, very frustrated and this is very hard for me at the 
workplace.” 
Facet Three: Family. In regard to family, at the time of the third interview four 
of the nine participants reported that they had expected to be reunited with family 
members who remained overseas shortly after resettling in Australia. Yet, at Time 
Three Interviews all four were still awaiting reunification. Htoo, who was separated 
from all of his family members, made a statement that encapsulated the position of 
those participants: “It’s like, the immigration, before I come here, make a promise that 
if I go to Australia I can bring my family later. But, I come here and try to bring family 
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and it was not successful…This is an indication that Australia is not what they said it 
would be.” 
Unrecognised uniqueness. All of the nine participants reported that their unmet 
expectations could be linked to the existence of policies and approaches on the part of 
the Australian Government that failed to recognise their uniqueness, and that therefore: 
(a) generalised their needs5 and (b) ignored the impact of their unique socio-economic 
and cultural background on their needs (i.e., dehistoricised them). This position is 
succinctly expressed in the following quotations by Myra. 
“I notice government and service providers have lack of understanding about the 
real background of the people they are dealing with. They put all kind of birds 
into one cage or they identify different kind of bird but they ignore the nature or 
habitat of the birds, particularly, how specific bird require particular habitat to 
survive. They need to put all different kinds of birds in different cages, which 
are appropriate to them, and pay attention to the particular kind of bird and their 
particular requirement “ 
“Do not put all refugee into one category. They are all cat, but some are lion, 
tiger, leopard, domestic cat…” 
There were four main areas in which participants felt that the Australian 
Government’s tendency to generalise and dehistoricise their needs consequentially 
limited their ability to reach their goals for life in Australia, as well as their ability to 
live well. These areas represent the facets underlying the subtheme of unrecognised 
uniqueness and were: Resettlement support needs, employment needs, education needs 
and family needs. These facets are outlined below in more detail using data extracts 	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from Time 3 Interviews to illustrate.  
Facet One: Resettlement support needs. All of the participants criticised the 
Australian Government’s approach to providing support for refugees, stating that it 
overestimated their ability to adopt taken-for-granted mainstream Australian practices, 
to access Australian services, and to live in Australia without assistance. Participants 
complained that the Humanitarian Services Program (HSS) provided practical support 
in the form of a case worker for six months, but that this was far too little time for 
participants to become acquainted with, or to adopt, mainstream practices. This was 
frequently attributed to the fact that the Australian Government failed to recognise how 
different participants’ backgrounds were, when compared with the average Australian 
citizen, and therefore the Australian Government overestimated the ability of 
participants to learn mainstream practices.  
Myra, a middle-aged woman, who arrived in Australia with only one of her 
children and who continued to await reunification with the rest, explained:  
“(The government) overestimate the refugee and put high pressure to them to be 
like mainstream people…If you ask a whale to swim like a shark, they cannot. 
Even though they are a sea creature, even though they know how to survive in 
the sea, even though they know the nature of the sea, they cannot swim like a 
shark. To do so would take many years; many generations; a very long time. 
Government and service providers assume that after 6 months of arrival, all 
refugees will be able to manage themselves for housing, drive a car to work, etc. 
But, they know nothing about how to do things in Australia like Australian.”  
Interviewer: “Hmmm, I hear you saying that the Australian government is 
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expecting you to adopt Australian practices very quickly and not appreciating 
how difficult that is?”  
Myra: “Yes. Remember we come here not for the purpose of business, but to 
survive from persecution and live in peaceful environment.” 
We Se similarly explained:  
“There is little understanding of cultural differences and experience differences. 
Many refugees from my country have never used internet or computers, yet here 
Centerlink [financial aid office] tells us to use these to find work, to apply for 
benefits, to maintain benefits. It is very stressful for refugee…Government 
organizations make expectations of refugees that are not practical. Example is 
Centerlink say ‘ring us’, but do you know how long it takes for refugee to ring 
someone?” 
In addition, participants also criticised the Australian Government for assuming 
that all refugees from Burma have the same capacity to adopt mainstream practices. 
Taw, a middle-aged Chin man who had been a fisherman in Burma, advised:  
“Some of the service provider, according to the guideline, 6 month is 
appropriate period for you to have better settlement here, but what I think is this 
depends on the person. They must categorise: educated person and uneducated 
person. The person who has language or skill, for them resettlement is very 
different.”  
Similarly, when discussing possible reasons why refugees from Burma struggled to 
cover all of their needs with the financial support that they received from the 
Government, Ko (an older Arakan man who had been studying law in Burma) informed 
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the interviewer that:  
“Aussie spending and our spending a little different. Here (Australia), rural 
person, city person, no difference. In Burma, rural persons and city persons are 
very different. City persons in Burma are like city persons in Australia. They 
have, uh, many things to spend money on, uh, one thing takeaway food, one 
thing clothing. But, the persons who come to Australia as refugees are from 
border area, near Thailand. This is very rural, uh, so uh, these country men they 
don’t know how to spend, so they spend carelessly and money problem for their 
lives. Your Government does not recognise this.” 
Facet Two: Employment support needs. Almost all (i.e., 7 out of 9) of the 
participants criticised the Australian Government’s approach to employment for 
refugees, which they argued placed the bulk of the responsibility for finding a job on the 
refugee themself. Some participants stated that the approach overestimated the ability of 
refugees to perform taken-for-granted job seeker activities. For example, Htin 
remarked: “We go to Job seeker services and they say to us ‘You need to find a job!’ 
Job seeker services tell us ‘go to internet’, but we never seen computer! Also, ‘ring the 
number to get a job’ How can I ring them when I speak no English?” Some participants 
also protested that the approach penalised refugees for not speaking English. For 
example, Than stated:  
“Some people go to America and work in sewing factory, it is not necessary to 
be able to speak English. Even no English you can do the job. In the sewing 
factory in Thailand, there are about 3000 employees, but those people just only a 
few speak Thai. Even though they don’t speak Thai, based on their skill they are 
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hired. If they can follow instruction, they have job…So, government must give 
job. In Australia there should be many industry and factory. You know, like, 
they should test you…If people have skill, then hire them, not the language.”  
As a whole, the participants contended that the Australian Government’s approach to 
employment created obstacles for them because it did not recognise the impact of their 
individual and collective background on their ability to locate work. A quotation by 
Myra, a middle aged woman who was working part-time at a grocery store at the time 
of the third interview, captures the confusion that participants expressed: “Instead of 
pressing person who don't have language skills to find a job on newspapers or internet, 
why do you not create employment environment that is accessible or that suits our 
situation?” 
Facet Three: Education needs. All of the participants criticised the Australian 
Government’s approach to providing English education for refugees, stating that it was 
not useful to them and that it did not result in their acquiring the English language. For 
example, Taw bluntly reported: “The English teaching is not helpful.”  
Participants criticised the English tuition that they received on three main 
grounds. Firstly, they reported that the tuition was based on a Western (i.e., didactic) 
style of education, which clashed with the style of learning that they were used to. Zaw, 
a middle-aged Burmese man who was not able to speak any English at the time of the 
third interview, despite his ongoing studies through the Australian Migrant Education 
Program (AMEP), reported:   
“The teaching is not appropriate to the students. To teach a dog, you have to 
understand the nature, behaviour of that dog. You only have to teach the 
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language that the dog can understand, not everything, you cannot teach like you 
would teach another the same as you.” 
Htin, an older man who was able to speak English before resettling in Australia, 
reported: “Studying in the class is very boring! Some people they never been to school, 
you know? How do you sharpen pencil? No idea! They can’t concentrate there.” 
Similarly, Myra, who was unable to speak English and had discontinued her studies 
through the AMEP at the time of the third interview emphasised: “They need teaching 
method which is relevant to refugee background.” 
Secondly, participants reported that the tuition they received was unintelligible 
due to the fact that native English speakers led their classes. For example, Taw who was 
a fisherman in Burma and had no education history, explained: “The problem is they try 
to explain to you and you do not understand. And, you try to ask something but they 
cannot answer.” Lily, a middle-aged woman who could not speak any English at the 
time of the third interview despite attending ongoing classes through the AMEP, 
similarly reported: “I do not understand the teacher and they do not understand what I 
am saying. She is trying to explain to me again and again, but I cannot understand what 
she or he is saying.” 
Htin, who spoke English before resettling in Australia due to his background as 
a teacher, reported that inability to understand the teacher inspired many refugees from 
Burma to cease attending English classes: “I ask them, why don’t you go back? They 
say, how can I understand anything?” Ko, an older man who was able to speak some 
English before resettling in Australia, also made this observation and therefore advised: 
“TAFE (a secondary education centre providing English classes for the AMEP) teach 
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English to English. For level 2, 3, 4 that is okay. But, it is no good for beginner. 
Beginner classes must be taught from Burmese to English.” 
Thirdly, participants reported that the English tuition they received through the 
AMEP generalised their capacities as a group and ignored the influence of their socio-
cultural background on their learning style. For example, Ko explained that refugees 
from rural areas of Burma were illiterate in their native language. Therefore, they 
required a different approach to learning than did refugees from urban areas of Burma 
who had received some education and were therefore acquainted with the learning 
process: 
“I feel strongly that the government do not understand, uh, how can person with 
no education in their own mother tongue learn English? A rural person with no 
education? For me, I come here with education, with some English and therefore 
I can do something (learn). But, a rural person with no education, no English, 
they cannot learn English here (through Australian classes).” 
Htin also emphasised this difference, stating: “People who never study before, it would 
be good if they have separate classes for ones who can write and speak before.”  
Htin also emphasised the difference that existed amongst refugees from Burma 
in terms of their language needs in Australia. Specifically, he reported that younger 
refugees and educated refugees from Burma would most likely need to adopt 
comprehensive English language skills in Australia, so as to compete with other persons 
entering the professional workforce. In contrast, Htin reported that elderly and 
uneducated refugees from Burma would likely only need to acquire conversational 
English language skills for life in Australia. Therefore, he advised: “it would be good if 
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they (the AMEP) have separate classes for people who need to write or people who only 
need to talk.” Ko made a similar recommendation: “If (a refugee) wants a professional 
job (in Australia) then you need to learn professional English. But, if 65 years old, just 
need to learn colloquial English.” 
Fourthly, participants criticised the AMEP for providing English classes that 
were too heavily focused on theory, that did not provide enough opportunity to practice, 
and that therefore did not translate to real world usage. We Se, a middle-aged Chin man 
who spoke English before arriving in Australia, observed: “classes are not effective. In 
the class they (refugees) sit for about six hours a day, but most of the time they talk with 
their friends in Burmese. There is little time to speak with mainstream people or with 
teacher.” Lily similarly stated: “I go to school only 2 hours a day, 2 days a week and 
most of the time I stay at home. I have no job and my husband die so I spend my time at 
home. How can I practice what I learn when I have nothing to do?”  
Facet four: Family needs. All of the participants criticised the Australian 
Government’s approach to the role of family in resettlement. Specifically, participants 
reported that by failing to account for their socio-cultural background, the Australian 
Government established policies and settlement services that were aimed at supporting 
refugees with the task of becoming independent members of Australian society, but 
were actually ineffective because the concept of independence does not exist in Burma 
outside of the family unit. We Se, who was working for a resettlement agency at the 
time of the third interview, aptly summarised this position: 
“The definition of identity in your western country is different from the Asian 
country. We identify our self, me, as a part of a bigger one, the closest family. I 
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identify with, I, as my siblings, my mother’s side and my father’s side. I for me 
means at least my family, parents, siblings, spouse and me. This impacts a lot 
with the policy here, because if you are above 18 then you are independent here 
(in Australia). But for us, we are never independent.” 
Specifically, participants reported that Australian Government, though it aims to 
establish wellbeing by providing settlement services that foster individual action, fails 
to recognise that for refugees from Burma the fundamental ingredient for any form of 
individual action, and therefore for wellbeing, was embeddedness within the family 
unit. It was for that reason that participants who remained separated from their family at 
the time of the third interviews reported that they were unable to perform individual 
actions that might promote their wellbeing, such as attend English classes or proactively 
search for work:  
 “Yes, I cannot focus myself. I cannot do anything, but walk around trying to 
pass my time. I just survive because there is nothing for me here without my 
family. I don’t have money. I borrow money from many people for visa 
applications and promise people that I will pay them back. But, my family has 
not arrived and I cannot focus to study English or work, so I cannot pay 
anyone…This is why we must have family with us. My mind is full and I cannot 
focus without my family. It is impossible to live like this here…. I am not well 
because my family is not here.” – Htoo. 
“Wellbeing for refugees is related to what is in our minds and our relationship 
with family and friends left behind or being apart. Especially, we worry about 
the family and friends. We do not take wellbeing for ourselves, but we share 
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those benefits to our family and friends. Yes, we are not well for ourselves.” – 
Myra. 
“I calculate 25% person (refugee) live alone in Australia, similar to me, Alone. 
This very difficult. Younger person, ok, ok, they might have goals. Older 
person, no family, no goal….Older person wait for family to come, to have 
motivation. For persons who are still waiting, they have no motivation, they do 
nothing.” – Ko.   
 Distress. Seven of the nine participants reported that their experience of 
resettlement at Time 3 Interviews was characterised by emotional distress in the form of 
hopelessness, sadness, frustration, and anxiety. All seven of those participants linked 
their experience of distress to unmet expectations for life in Australia. In particular, they 
linked distress to their unmet expectations for employment, family reunification, and 
education. This is evident in the following quotations by Lily, Than, and Taw, who 
resettled in Australia with at least one of their children, and who remained unemployed 
and unable to speak English at the time of the third interview. 
“Before we come here, we think everything will be perfect, come here and will 
be able to learn English and speak English, and go around and do what ever we 
want to do. And, we think that if we have disease we will get treatment and 
everything is going to be fine. And, another thing is we have hope for our 
children’s education and we think we will be able to get job, get money, and buy 
house. But everything we think, go upside down. We have big hope and after 
years spent here it is getting smaller and smaller and smaller; we cannot go 
around, cannot get job, cannot get treatment for disease, cannot read letters.” – 
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Lily.  
“Because I don’t have job, this issue come and hit me in the head. I always 
thinking about, always coming into my mind, that I need a job, what am I going 
to do? For the Asian culture, woman at home and man is breadwinner. My wife 
told me: Why you do not work? Why don’t you have a job! I told her I cannot 
answer the question.” – Than. 
“I get more distressed, more unhappy because I cannot go where I want to go, 
do whatever I want to do, reach where I want to reach.” - Taw.  
Three of the participants (i.e., Taw, Lily, & Htoo) reported that their distress was 
severe enough to inspire suicidal ideation6. Taw stated: “Sometimes, I think of ending 
my life.” Similarly, Lily asserted: “Sometimes now I have no more hope and I would 
like to end my life.” And, Htoo exclaimed: “I cannot suffer like this anymore. Why do 
they (the Australian Government) give me this trouble? I have nobody close to myself 
to care for me. There is only one choice for me, to hang myself.”  
We want change. The theme, We want change, captured the priorities that 
participants identified for refugee wellbeing in resettlement, and the changes that they 
felt needed to be made to address those priorities. The theme comprised four sub-
themes: Make sure we have family; Help us work right away; Change the way you 
teach us; and Focus on the practical. Collectively, these sub-themes elucidated the 
priorities of resettlement. All four are outlined in detail in the following section, with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 As a researcher who had developed a relationship with these participants, as well as a 
psychologist with an ethical responsibility, I felt a great deal of concern when I learned that 
these three participants were experiencing suicidal ideation. In all cases, I completed a risk 
assessment, either during or after the research interview, before taking steps to provide 
additional support and/or action, where necessary, to ensure their safety. I have provided a 
summary of this process in Appendix J. 
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quotes from participants’ narratives included as illustrations. 
Make sure we have family. All of the participants (i.e., 9 out of 9) suggested 
that the first priority of refugee resettlement should be to ensure that refugees relocate to 
Australia with family members, as this is essential for promotion of agency and ability 
to live well. Lay, who resettled in Australia with both of her parents, stated: 
“Resettlement is much better for people with family.” Likewise, Ko reported: “People 
with family do much better.” We Se described: “Meaning, life purpose is inside, but 
cannot be without family.” And, Lily explained: “For us in our culture, if we have the 
family and the community and we try to support each other to be fully person - at that 
time we are happy. Our life is like that.” 
Help us work right away. All of the nine participants indicated that the second 
priority of refugee resettlement should be to locate employment for refugees as soon as 
possible after their arrival in Australia. There were three important aspects to this 
recommendation that represent the three facets underlying this theme. Firstly, it was 
seen as a priority to offer refugees employment regardless of their level of ability in 
speaking English. Secondly, it was seen as a priority to locate and offer jobs to refugees 
rather than expect refugees to locate employment on their own. Thirdly, it was seen as a 
priority to locate employment for refugees that matched, or at least was compatible 
with, refugees’ occupational backgrounds.  
Facet One: Hire skill not English language. All of the participants 
recommended that the Australian Government create employment opportunities for 
refugees that were not contingent on their level of English skill. Three participants 
suggested that the Government could develop urban farming programs or factory 
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programs where refugees from unskilled backgrounds work under the instruction of 
another refugee who has been in the country longer and is bilingual.  
“Maybe government donate some of the land to refugee and they plant there. 
This situation is very good. Maybe you give this feedback to someone? It should 
happen like that. In my opinion, I would like to prepare some land and then we 
invite whoever is interested and they work there and we teach them some of the 
technique and we teach them the (English) language.” – Htin.  
Two participants referred to a factory that they had heard of in Perth, where this was 
occurring: 
“In Perth there is one leader who finds people job in a factory. He manages 
them: do this, do this, do this. He communicates with his people there, and they 
understand the job, and they can work and they happy. Then later they can 
increase their abilities to speak English and to get education or to get their, uh, 
children education. A lot of people are leaving here (Brisbane) to go there 
(Perth) because they can have a job! They can participate together, not shy, not 
scared, not worried, happy.” - Htin. 
“My father told you that some of the people in my community they move to 
Perth and they got a job straight away at factory? If we can get a chance of 
having a factory for particular, uh, ethnics, from Burma, just imagine it would 
be easier for the ones who can’t speak English at all. The people from Burma 
can work straight away and learn English as they go. When you work with 
community you can talk and learn.” – Lay. 	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The participants reported that such an employment context would promote refugee 
agency and ability to live well, not only through the provision of economic 
independence, but also through increased community, knowledge about life in 
Australia, and indirect tuition in English. For example, We Se noted:  
“Employment is important for finances and to support family, but it is also for 
English integration. In our community the people who can communicate 
effectively to the mainstream are the people who are working. The people who 
have been studying [English language] for 3 years cannot communicate.”  
Facet one: Locate jobs for refugees. All of the participants recommended that 
the Australian Government locate jobs for refugees, rather than encourage refugees to 
locate their own work by utilizing job seeking tools common to members of the 
mainstream population (e.g., internet based job searches, visiting unemployment 
offices). This was because the participants noted that, for most refugees from Burma, 
the process of searching for and locating work in Australia remained an overwhelming 
task well into long-term resettlement, due to limitations in language knowledge, 
technology knowledge, cultural knowledge, and so forth.  
Facet Three: Find work that is compatible. Participants recommended that the 
Australian Government develop employment schemes to support refugees with 
continuing the careers that they established back in Burma. For example, Ko advised: 
“The Government must help person find work that is suitable. Farmer must go rural job, 
to farm; small business owner must run small business. Australian Government prefer 
persons (refugees) to take money each fortnight than to support them in owning a small 
business. But, in Burma, many people (run) small business.” 
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Change the way you teach us. Eight of the nine participants suggested that the 
third priority of refugee resettlement should be to individualise and contextualise the 
study of English in Australia. Specifically, participants indicated that classes should be 
structured according to ability level (educational experience; English experience) and 
future goals (career aspirations, need for written vs. spoken skills in English). 
Furthermore, participants recommended that English classes should be practical and 
engaging, rather than didactic, and should be taught by bilingual speakers. For example, 
Htin recommended:  
“Someone should ask, ‘What do you want to do here (in Australia)? Do you 
need English for nursing, teaching, just factory work, or just to get about in 
daily life?’ And then, the English classes should go like that…Also, it would be 
good if they have separate classes for people who never speak before; for ones 
who can write and speak before; and, for people who need to write and talk in 
Australia and people who only need to talk (in Australia).” 
Lily stated: “If you have bilingual teacher, that would be good, (and) if I have persons 
to walk around with, talk to in English, go to shops and teach me as we do so, that 
would be helpful.” This was consistent with We Se advice, which was that: “(English 
instruction) needs to be engaging and practical.”  
Focus on the practical. All nine of the participants argued that Australian 
resettlement services should focus on providing long-term practical support and 
instruction, rather than emotional support to resettling refugees. Three of the nine 
participants explained this by specifically addressing the view of refugees as 
traumatised and dependent. They indicated that refugees from Burma do not require 
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assistance with past experiences or with adjusting to a new identity, but rather require 
practical assistance to maintain connection with who they were in Burma while living in 
Australia. By this they meant that refugees from Burma require long-term assistance 
with gaining employment (preferably) in their area of experience and skill; obtaining 
visas for family members who remain overseas; learning English gradually, practically 
and within a community of refugees from Burma; and, being instructed in the day-to-
day tasks that most Australians take for granted. This is illustrated in the following 
quotation: 
“I think that government here (Australia) depict refugees in half truth. There is 
more to say about them. Yes, I think refugee sometimes identity is smashed, but 
it does not disappear. Many of us identity is still there and will come back. In 
my past experience, in our culture we do not turn to professionals when it comes 
to mental wholeness. We would like to be assisted to find work and things like 
this, but not to counsel feelings.” – We Se.  
Furthermore, participants indicated that the experience of resettling in Australia 
proved more uniquely traumatic for them than the years of trauma they might have 
experienced while living in Burma and abroad. It was for this reason that they required 
practical assistance to reduce the traumatic impact of resettlement, rather than assistance 
coping with the trauma experienced pre-migration. To illustrate: Lay, who arrived in 
Australia with her parents, married and started a family while living in Australia, and 
was working as a child carer at the time of the third interview, remarked:  
“I have my sadness…Don’t want to think about it; don’t want to talk about it. 
We heal ourself. In our past history, many more wars than this. There is more 
	  	  
189 
trauma being in Australia! People’s trauma is more about being here. We need 
physical action here (Australia).”  
Interestingly, when asked whether they felt counselling was useful for them, all 
of the participants replied that counselling was only useful if it was provided in the form 
of practical instruction. For example, Htin stated: “In my opinion no need to talk. To 
talk is to put pressure on wound, you understand? Rather than talk about it, what would 
be useful is education.” Ko similarly advised:  
“Therapy can be training. Training on how to live in Australia, how to spend, 
how to manage money, uh, how to live. If, uh, come from Burma, we think life 
in Australia is easy, but it is not easy.” 
Lily reported: “I can feel that counselling would be very advantageous for me because 
they can teach me what to do, for example how to make a phone call, get an interpreter, 
read a letter.” Myra stated: “If counselling comes together with physical assistances, it 
will be helpful to refugee because refugees need physical help.” And, Than reflected: 
“If you (the counsellor) know what I want and what I will be happy with and you can 
help me get it, then yes you will be useful.” 
Overview of participants’ lived experience of wellbeing 
In this section I present a brief overview of the research findings for Time 1, 
Time 2, and Time 3 Interviews, paying particular attention to how the participants’ 
lived experience of wellbeing evolved over the first five years of resettlement. During 
their first year of resettlement participants experienced some initial isolation and 
distress. Nevertheless, they were filled with hope and optimism for their future lives in 
Australia. In the earliest stages of resettlement, participants noted that they were 
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assigned housing, financial support, English tuition, and other services that facilitated 
agency and the ability to live well. Also, participants reported that they were grateful to 
be living in a country where they were free of persecution. Approximately three years 
later, however, the majority of the participants had not had their expectations for life in 
Australia fulfilled. Therefore, some major shifts had occurred in the participants’ 
experience of wellbeing.  
Specifically, at the time of the second interview, participants’ revealed that their 
wellbeing – in terms of their agency and their ability to live well – was being impaired 
by contextual factors, including unhelpful support systems and policies. Thus, the 
participants reported that hope no longer characterised their experience of resettlement. 
Rather, participants’ reported that their confidence in the fulfilment of expectations for 
life in Australia was fading. They were experiencing distress due to the lack of 
fulfilment of their expectations - especially in regard to employment, family and 
education – and. many of the participants felt isolated. Thus, the experience of hope had 
transformed into a sense of surviving, meaning that participants continued to do all they 
could to achieve their goals despite the existence of considerable isolation and distress. 
This sense of surviving appeared to be maintained by the participants’ use of inner and 
outer resources, which they accessed when necessary to stay motivated to do whatever 
they could to achieve their goals and expectations, and to maintain some sense of 
wellbeing.   
By the fifth year of resettlement, participants’ experience of wellbeing had 
shifted yet again. In particular, participants’ reported that where they had been surviving 
(i.e., holding onto their goals despite experiencing distress & isolation) at the time of 
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the second interviews, they were now just surviving. Just surviving meant that 
participants no longer felt they could access inner and outer resources to stay motivated 
and focused on their goals. They now felt powerless and believed that progress towards 
their expectations for employment, education, and family required intervention from 
outside agents. They were resigned to the distress and isolation that characterised their 
lives. 
Overview of the chapter 
In this chapter I presented the results of three analyses that were applied to data 
stemming from Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 Interviews. The three analyses produced 
themes, which captured the lived experience of wellbeing for the participants as a whole 
during what was approximately their first, fourth, and fifth years of resettlement. 
Specifically, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was applied to the data 
collected at Time 1. Major themes extracted were Hope, Distress, and Isolation. IPA 
was again applied to the data collected at Time 2. Major themes extracted were 
Surviving, Distress, and Isolation. Thematic analysis (TA) was applied to the data 
collected at Time 3. The major themes extracted were Just Surviving and We Want 
Change. Over the three time points, these findings indicated that refugee wellbeing was 
a complex, changing phenomenon. 
 
 
 
 
 
	  	  
192 
CHAPTER 6 
Results: Narratives capturing refugee wellbeing 
In Chapter 5 I presented the results of the research. I outlined the themes that 
emerged from an Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) applied to Time 1 
data, an IPA applied to Time 2 data, and a Thematic analysis (TA) applied to Time 3 
data. In this chapter I supplement the results of those three data analyses by providing a 
summary of each individual participant’s journey from Time 1 to Time 2 to Time 3 
Interviews. These individual narratives reveal the unique sequence of events that 
influenced participants’ experience of wellbeing and gave rise to the lived experience of 
wellbeing, as it was captured by data analyses in Chapter 5. These individual narratives 
also provide insight into the complex, changing process of wellbeing on an 
idiosyncratic level not offered by the discussion of themes in Chapter 5.  
Participant #1: Nu 
Time 1 Interview. Nu, a young woman just out of her teens arrived for the first 
interview dressed in a black long sleeved t-shirt, a pink cardigan, and jeans. She struck 
the interviewer as much younger than her given age, perhaps due to her diminutive 
frame. Nu appeared shy, speaking so softly that she was barely audible and giggling 
nervously when asked questions. Over the course of the interview, however, Nu became 
visibly more comfortable and the detail in her answers increased.  
At the time of the first interview, Nu had only been in Australia for half a year. 
She told the interviewer that she had arrived without her parents or siblings, and that she 
was living with another family from Burma who had agreed to act as her guardians. Nu 
spoke of being lonely and of missing her family, yet of feeling grateful for being 
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resettled in Australia. She told the interviewer that she had three clear goals for life in 
Australia: (a) to learn English, (b) to find a job, and (c) to be reunited with her family 
within the next few years. Nu was determined to make these goals a reality. She had 
enrolled in high school, where she would learn English and work towards the attainment 
of a high school certificate. Nu was due to commence school shortly after the first 
interview. 
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Nu was visibly 
pregnant, and was casually dressed in a multi-coloured singlet top and black tights. Nu 
appeared shy; she spoke quietly, and did not engage in spontaneous speech. 
Nevertheless, she was responsive to my questions. Nu stated that she could understand 
me without the use of an interpreter, and spoke with slow but clear English as we drank 
tea and informally chatted. However, upon the initiation of the formal interview for the 
research project, Nu asked that she speak in her native language, using the interpreter to 
convert her words into English. Nu explained that she could not fully express herself in 
English; thus, to provide a deep explanation of her experiences, she needed to use her 
native language.  
In her second interview, Nu stated that she had found the first two and a half 
years in Australia extremely difficult. Although there were some recent positive 
developments in her life - Nu had met a young man from Burma one year before and 
married him six months before the interview; Nu had been reunited with her parents in 
Australia approximately one year before the interview; and, Nu had developed skill in 
English over the two years leading up to the interview - Nu stated that her experience in 
Australia had primarily been characterised by discrimination, loneliness, isolation, and 
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financial struggles.  
With regard to her English ability, Nu explained that she had learned English 
through immersion at high school, with some additional support from English Second 
Language teachers and volunteers at her church. Nu could now speak enough English to 
carry simple conversations, but she told me that she did not feel comfortable speaking 
the language. Nu told me that she had experienced a great deal of discrimination at high 
school; that she was frequently singled out (i.e., bullied) for her race, body size, accent 
and so forth. Nu told me that she also experienced discrimination outside of her high 
school. In regard to employment, Nu stated that she had successfully graduated from 
high school approximately six months prior to the second interview. She had then 
applied for a job as a cashier, but she did not receive the job and she felt it was because 
she was Asian. Nu told me that she did not have any evidence of this, but that she “felt 
it” to be true. At the time of the interview, Nu was no longer looking for work, as she 
was expecting her first child; but, Nu stated that she would consider enrolling in tertiary 
studies later in life.  
In regard to loneliness and isolation, Nu stated that she had been very unhappy 
for the first few years of her life in Australia. Her parents and siblings had remained 
overseas, and she did not have many close friends in Australia. Furthermore, due to the 
fact that she was 17 when she first arrived, she had been forced to live for one year with 
another family from Burma who she did not like. Shortly after turning 18, Nu had 
moved out with another refugee from Burma, yet she continued to feel lonely. Thus, Nu 
reported that she had been very unhappy and had cried often during her first few years. 
What made Nu’s life even more difficult was financial pressure. Nu stated that she had 
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been dependent upon financial benefits from the Australia Government for survival 
since first arriving in Australia, but that these benefits did not cover all of her needs. In 
particular, Nu had struggled over the years to save enough money to send to her parents 
and siblings in Burma. In school holidays she had taken on casual work picking fruit to 
supplement her income. Nu stated that she had listened to religious songs and drawn 
upon her religious beliefs to stay motivated during those painful times. 
What became apparent over the course of Nu’s second interview was that her 
life in Australia had shifted from a primarily negative experience to a primarily positive 
experience approximately two years into her first three years of resettlement. That 
change in direction coincided with two events: Firstly, Nu’s parents and siblings were 
granted visas and joined her in Brisbane, and secondly, Nu met her husband, another 
Burmese refugee from the same ethnic background living in Brisbane. Reunion with her 
family and connection with a partner positively impacted upon Nu’s ability to live and 
be well. Specifically, it appeared that Nu’s relationship with her family and her partner 
provided her with the opportunity to continue or be reunited with her pre-migratory self 
in Australia (i.e., it enabled her to exercise	  her values, cultural practices, pre-existing 
roles, identity, and so forth).  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Nu could not be reached 
via the phone number she had left with the primary researcher or the address where she 
was located at the time of the second interview. The researcher was unable to determine 
where Nu had moved to or what had precipitated Nu and her family’s move.  
Participant #2: Swan 
 Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Swan, an unmarried Tedim 
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woman, was dressed casually in a tank top and jeans. She was responsive to the 
interviewer, soft spoken, and appeared to be in a normal mood. Swan told the 
interviewer that she had migrated to Australia completely alone. As such, Australian 
authorities had arranged for her to be allocated to an apartment with two other people 
from Burma. Although grateful for this housing, Swan stressed to the interviewer that 
the refugees she was living with were of a different socio-economic and ethno-cultural 
background to her. Thus, Swan had little in common with her housemates (e.g., they 
spoke a different language, practiced a different religion and so forth).  
Swan told the interviewer that she wished she was living with people of her 
ethnicity, and that she wished she had a community to go to church with, spend time 
with, and so forth. It was evident that Swan felt lonely and isolated, and that the 
decision to place her in housing with refugees of a different background contributed to 
Swan’s sense of isolation. Nevertheless, Swan had high hopes for her life in Australia: 
she planned to learn English, to study childcare, and to ultimately obtain full-time work 
as a child carer (Swan had worked in child care in Burma). Like most of the other 
participants, Swan had confidence in what were well-defined expectations for her first 
few years of resettlement: (a) that she would be given access to the resources necessary 
to learn English, (b) that she would be accepted into tertiary studies, and (c) that she 
would find permanent, full-time work in Australia.  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Swan was dressed 
casually in a T-shirt and shorts. She was talkative, yet soft spoken, and initially 
appeared to be in a normal, reasonably positive mood. Yet, as Swan discussed her 
experiences in Australia since the first interview, she became visibly sad and began to 
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cry. Swan revealed that her life in Australia had not turned out as she had planned. In 
particular, Swan’s expectation that she would find full-time work in her area of interest 
(i.e., child care) and earn enough money to support herself comfortably as well as send 
money back to her family in Burma had not been fulfilled. It appeared clear that the 
realisation of Swan’s goals had been made difficult by her inability to communicate in 
English.  
Swan told me that she had commenced English classes (through the Australian 
Migrant English Program, AMEP) shortly after arriving in Australia. Indeed, Swan was 
continuing to attend those classes at the time of the second interview. Like all of the 
other participants, however, Swan did not find those classes helpful. And, because Swan 
found that enrolment in tertiary study and the attainment of full-time employment 
hinged on English ability, Swan had not been able to study to be a child care worker nor 
had she found work in Australia. Swan told me that she was utterly disappointed that 
her expectations for study and employment had not been fulfilled. Furthermore, she was 
struggling financially. Swan was uncertain about whether to continue studying English 
in the hope that she would eventually develop enough skill to achieve her goal of being 
a child carer. She also contemplated giving up English classes so that she could focus 
on finding any part-time work that might be available to her. Although this would mean 
giving up a career in child care, Swan told me that it would enable her to earn more 
money than her current benefits, and she could then send money home to Burma, pay 
for driving lessons, buy a car, and meet and visit more people from Burma. Swan had 
started looking for part-time work, but had not yet found anything. It was clear that 
employment was a prime indicator of wellbeing for Swan. Swan considered income 
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from employment key to a good standard of living and a material resource base to 
reinforce other types of participation in cultural and personal activities.  
At the time of the second interview Swan also revealed to me that she had not 
yet been connected with members of her own ethno-cultural background in Australia, 
thus she continued to feel isolated and alone. Indeed Swan had decided to marry a man 
who she met on the internet a year before the second interview, just so that she would 
have some company. Not having known him well at the time, Swan came to discover 
that he had an addiction, that he could not find work, and that he was in trouble with the 
police. What made things worse for Swan was that she then discovered that she might 
have a terminal disease – results of medical investigations were pending at the time of 
our interview. It was clear, at the time of the second interview, that Swan had not seen 
the fulfilment of her expectations for life in Australia and that she faced many unforseen 
challenges. As a result, Swan was struggling to maintain hope. Swan even told me that 
she felt depressed and ready to give up at times. Nevertheless, as the interview drew to a 
close, Swan shared her prayers and her beliefs about God’s plan, making it clear that 
she was drawing upon her religious beliefs to endure.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Swan could not be reached 
at her previous telephone or address. I was unable to determine where Swan had moved 
or what had precipitated Swan’s move. Nor could I determine whether Swan had indeed 
been diagnosed with a terminal illness or whether she had succumbed to that illness. 
Participant #3: Htoo 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Htoo, a middle aged 
Rohingyan man, was dressed smartly in a long-sleeve shirt and pants. He had been in 
	  	  
199 
Australia for approximately six months and was living in a share house with three other 
refugees from Burma. Htoo reported that his housemates were of a different socio-
ethnic and cultural background to him; thus, they had little in common with him, not 
even language, and were not close to him. Htoo told the interviewer that his wife, son, 
daughter, and grandchild all remained overseas at the time of the interview. Htoo 
reported that he chosen refugee resettlement in Australia because he had been informed 
that Australia was favourable to family reunification and that he would likely be 
reunited with his family within one year. Htoo’s main priority for life in Australia was 
to be reunited with his family, who he missed terribly. Htoo said that he felt isolated and 
lonely in Australia. He was not motivated to study English or look for work because he 
could not concentrate on those tasks until his family arrived. It was clear that family 
reunification was a priority for Htoo that superseded all other resettlement goals. 
Nevertheless, Htoo assured the interviewer that he would make English and work a 
priority as soon as his family arrived. He was positive that his family would be able to 
come to Australia, and he stated that the arrival of his family would signal the start of a 
good life in Australia. 
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview Htoo was dressed more 
casually in a white singlet and blue sarong. His facial hair appeared unkempt and Htoo 
seemed weary. Htoo was polite and responsive during the interview, yet the interpreter 
reported that there was some difficulty communicating. Specifically, the interpreter 
found it difficult to understand Htoo at times, as Htoo did not always answer questions 
with relevant answers (thus, questions had to be asked multiple times). Also, Htoo 
sometimes used words that the interpreter did not understand. Htoo had no ability to 
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communicate directly with the interviewer in English.	   
At the time of the second interview, Htoo told me that his dream for family 
reunification in Australia had been shattered. His wife and his son’s visa applications 
had been rejected. His daughter had passed away under shocking circumstances. His 
wife had been diagnosed with a terminal illness, and there was no one overseas to care 
for his son and his grandson should his wife die. Htoo reported that he felt suicidal. He 
was angry at the Australian government for rejecting his wife and son’s visa 
applications because he never would have applied for resettlement in Australia had he 
known that his family would not be able to follow him. Htoo had few social contacts 
and the majority of his days were spent alone in his studio apartment (Htoo had moved 
out of the shared apartment he lived in at the Time 1 Interview & into a studio on his 
own) waiting to communicate with his family over the telephone. Htoo reported that he 
was reliant on financial benefits from the Australian Government for survival and he 
complained that those benefits did not cover his needs. In particular, Htoo struggled to 
pay for pre-paid international calling cards to call his family, application fees for his 
family’s reunification visas, and other costs associated with maintaining contact and 
connection with his family.   
Htoo reported that he had met with a job seeker agency to discuss employment. 
Although his priority remained family reunification, he told me that he wanted to work 
so that he could earn money for his family. However, Htoo reported that the job seeker 
agency told him that they couldn’t locate employment for him, due to his lack of 
English language skills and lack of relevant experience (he was an opium farmer in 
Burma). This was frustrating to Htoo, who wanted to feel as though he was at least 
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being useful in earning money for his family. Although Htoo recognise that 
employment in Australia hinged upon English ability, he had not commenced English 
classes in Australia, even though they were available to him through the Adult Migrant 
English Program (AMEP). Htoo maintained that he could not focus on that task without 
his family, who he had now been separated from for approximately nine years.  
Htoo’s distress throughout our second interview was palpable. I made sure that 
he knew support in the form of counselling was available to him in Australia, but he 
was not interested in such assistance. Instead, Htoo stated that he would like assistance 
with re-applying for remaining relative visas for his family. He was in contact with a 
not-for-profit agency that provided legal assistance to refugees in Australia and was 
hoping that he would find some way to be reunited with his family. It was clear that 
Htoo’s distress stemmed from the lack of fulfilment of his expectations for family (& 
employment), and that the hope he had expressed during Time 1 Interviews had 
transformed into a sense of enduring isolation and distress while desperately searching 
for means to his goals.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Htoo was dressed casually 
in a yellow shirt and blue sarong. Htoo’s short black hair had become interspersed with 
grey, and he had grown a long unkempt goatee. Htoo was living alone in the same 
apartment that he had lived in at the time of the second interview. His wife, son, and 
grandchild remained overseas; their applications for migration to Australia had again 
been rejected. Htoo had not learned English nor had he located employment, but neither 
mattered to him because he did not have his family living with him in Australia. Htoo 
stated that there was nothing for him in Australia without his family, thus his existence 
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was characterised by “just surviving”.  
At the time of the third interview, Htoo reported that he had exhausted all 
avenues for achieving reunification with his family. He could not understand why his 
family had not been granted remaining relative visas and he felt very betrayed by the 
Australian government. Htoo revealed that he sometimes fantasised about killing 
himself in front of the immigration office, to demonstrate how much he suffered. But, 
Htoo insisted that he would not do so out of respect for his family; he had no real 
intention to hurt himself. At the end of the third interview, Htoo stated that he would 
still ask whomever he came across for assistance with his family, but that he was now 
aware that the issue was out of his hands and out of his control. There was a sense of 
resignation in Htoo during his third interview. It was clear that he was still highly 
distressed by the lack of fulfilment of his expectations for life in Australia, and that his 
distress related to a lack of contextual factors needed to promote wellbeing. But, Htoo’s 
situation was not well understood by the Australian Government. Indeed, Htoo was so 
isolated and infrequently in contact with others that he cried with gratitude when I 
volunteered to spend half a day reading papers to him, driving him to the post office, 
and helping him fill out forms.  
Participant #4: Thiri 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Thiri, an older woman of 
Karen ethnicity, was dressed in a t-shirt and traditional fabric worn from the waist down 
to the floor (similar to a sarong). Thiri was quiet and shy during the first interview, 
answering questions briefly and not engaging in spontaneous speech. She told the 
interviewer that she was living with her husband and one of her daughters in Australia, 
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and that she felt content and happy in her family unit. Thiri reported that she was a 
teacher in Burma, but that she did not intend on teaching in Australia due to her age. 
Thiri reported that she would instead be interested in completing volunteer work once 
she acquired adequate English language skills. Thus, Thiri had enrolled in English 
classes through the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP). It was clear that Thiri 
valued volunteer work as a form of interdependence within Australian society. She was 
aware that it was through employment (whether paid or unpaid) that she would attain a 
respected and robust civic role in Australian society.  
At the time of the first interview Thiri also told the interviewer that she was 
pleasantly surprised to have discovered a number of other refugees of Karen 
background living in the same area when she arrived in Brisbane. They had quickly 
established a close social network, which meant that Thiri had friends to pray with, 
cook with, socialise with, practice English with, share tips for negotiating Australian 
life with, and so forth. This social network, combined with her migration as a family 
unit, clearly contributed to what appeared to be a fairly effortless transition to life in 
Australia. 
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Thiri was again dressed 
in a t-shirt and traditional fabric worn from the waist down to the floor (similar to a 
sarong). Thiri told me that she had experienced difficulties and disappointments since 
arriving in Australia. She had not found English classes particularly useful and, 
although she could understand spoken English quite well, she did not feel confident 
speaking the language. Thus, Thiri had not yet begun any volunteer work as planned. 
Nevertheless, Thiri reported that the remainder of her children had arrived in Australia 
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and that she continued to enjoy contact with the many friends that she had made 
through the Karen community in Brisbane. She continued to eat the foods that she was 
used to, to speak Karen with friends and family, and to engage in cultural events 
celebrated back in Burma. Thus, it was evident that Thiri was largely content in 
Australia due to the continuity of her experiences with culture, community, and family.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Thiri declined to 
participate in the research project. In a telephone conversation with the interpreter, Thiri 
explained that since her last interview her husband had become an active and prominent 
member of the Karen community. In particular, he was involved in providing assistance 
and opinions for how best to support Karen refugees during resettlement. Out of respect 
and deference to his position, Thiri did not want to participate in Time 3 Interviews. 
Nevertheless, Thiri did ask the interpreter to tell me that she continued to be happy and 
content in Australia.  
As I briefly considered in Chapter 3, male dominance is still acceptable and 
even embraced in Burma, and women from Burma typically defer to their husbands 
(Kyaw & Routray, 2006; United Nations Development Programme, 2013; Marshall 
Cavendish Publishing, 2007; Tofani, 2012). Considering this socio-cultural climate, 
Thiri’s decision not to participate in Time 3 Interviews was an action that seems 
consistent with the position of men and women in Karen culture. Furthermore, it was an 
action that seemed to signal that Thiri’s wellbeing in Australia was being stimulated by 
the continuation of pre-migratory experiences of self, culture, community, and family.   
Participant #5: Lay  
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Lay, a young woman of 
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Karen ethnicity was dressed casually in a t-shirt and jeans. She was friendly and open 
with the interviewer, and was able to speak some English, reporting that she had worked 
as a teacher at the refugee camp where she previously lived in Thailand. Lay reported 
that she had arrived in Australia with her mother and father, and that they were living 
together in a rented house in Brisbane. It was evident that Lay was grateful to have been 
resettled in Australia. She had discovered many other Karen refugees from Burma and 
this, along with her migration as a family unit, meant that she felt supported and 
confident. Lay told the interviewer that she aimed to improve her English in Australia 
before going on to study to become a lawyer or a teacher. She hoped that her other 
siblings would arrive in Australia soon, so that her entire family could be together 
again. With her family by her side, Lay stated that her life in Australia would be good.  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Lay was heavily 
pregnant, dressed in a nightgown, and visibly fatigued. Nevertheless, Lay also appeared 
to be in normal mood, and she was friendly and appeared interested in the interview. 
Lay reported that since the time of the first interview she had met a man from the Karen 
community, married, moved into a house just a few streets away from her parents, and 
fallen pregnant with her first child. Furthermore, Lay stated that she had studied English 
and obtained a certificate in childcare. She was intending to start work in childcare 
shortly after the birth of her child. 
Lay told me that she had experienced many disappointments and difficulties 
since arriving in Australia. She had initially wanted to study teaching or law; however, 
Lay found that she could not afford the cost of university fees and that her English 
language skills were not good enough to pursue those occupations. At the time of the 
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first interview, Lay had stated that she wanted to improve her English language skills in 
Australia, yet at the time of the second interview she reported that the classes provided 
for her (& other refugees) through the Australian Migrant English Program (AMEP) 
were poorly constructed and largely unhelpful. Thus, Lay did not feel that her English 
language skills had improved. Lay also reported that she had experienced 
discrimination, cultural differences, language difficulties, and so forth in Australia.  
Nevertheless, Lay told me that she was happy to be living in Australia and was 
doing well. When I asked her what had contributed to her wellbeing in Australia, Lay 
told me that she was part of an intact family and was surrounded by a strong community 
(i.e., the Karen community) in Australia. Thus, she had friends and family to draw upon 
for support, both emotional and practical (e.g., they helped one another find jobs). Lay 
was actively involved in cultural events and practices; she ate the same types of food 
that she had eaten in Burma; and, she lived close to her family and friends. Lay told me, 
matter of fact, that she was happy because she felt as though she was still living in 
Burma. It appeared that Lay’s self identity was bound up in culture. What’s more, 
culture offered Lay the safety of secure belonging in Australia.   
 Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Lay was dressed casually 
in a shirt and trousers. She spoke to me clearly and confidently in English, and she did 
not require the use of the interpreter. Lay told me that she had not taken any further 
English classes through the AMEP, however she had been working in day care since 
shortly after the birth of her first child and this had given her the opportunity to practice 
English (e.g., speaking with parents of the children she cared for & with her 
colleagues). Lay’s one-year-old son was present for the interview; he was friendly and 
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playful. He seemed fascinated with my tape recorder and he babbled energetically in 
response to my questions. Lay reported that life in Australia was good and that she was 
very happy, despite the fact that she had given up on many of her initial goals for 
Australia (e.g., to be a teacher or lawyer). Lay reported that her family and her 
community were a strong presence in her life. Thus, in many ways her life continued to 
feel like it had before becoming a refugee and undergoing resettlement. The 
continuation of Lay’s pre-migratory life (relationships, culture, identity, etc.) had 
clearly promoted her wellbeing in Australia.  
Participant #6: Myra 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Myra, a middle aged 
Kachin woman, was dressed smartly in a purple t-shirt and black slacks. She spoke very 
softly and only when the interviewer asked her a question. Furthermore, she appeared 
nervous, sitting very stiffly while clutching her handbag tightly in her lap. However, as 
time passed Myra appeared to relax, as evidenced by her releasing the grip on her bag 
and speaking more spontaneously. Myra expressed gratitude for being resettled in 
Australia, yet reported that she was very lonely due to her ongoing separation from 
family. Myra told the interviewer that she was divorced, but that she had four children 
who remained in Burma. Myra stated that she would like to obtain full-time 
employment and save money to bring her children to Australia. Though she understood 
that English was an important skill to acquire in Australia, her priority was to work and 
earn money over learning English. Nevertheless, she had enrolled in English classes 
through the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP).  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Myra was dressed 
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casually in a denim shirt, grey Capri pants, and a trench coat. She had her long brown 
hair pulled back in a ponytail and she appeared happy. Myra told me that she had been 
reunited with one of her four children - her youngest daughter had arrived in Australia 
after the first interview and was now attending high school in Brisbane – and that this 
brought her great joy. Nevertheless, Myra stated that her other three children remained 
in Burma because their applications for migration to Australia under the remaining 
relatives program had been denied. Myra reported that the Australian Government 
denied her children’s visas because they were over the age of 18 and therefore deemed 
independent. Myra reported that this was very frustrating to her, as her children 
remained dependent on her financially and emotionally, regardless of their age. Myra 
reported that her children were living with their grandfather in Burma. She sent money 
every month to provide for them, but this did not stop Myra from worrying about their 
safety and welfare. She also missed them terribly.  
At the time of the second interview, Myra stated that she had found part-time 
work stocking shelves at a local business. While she was grateful for the work, Myra 
reported that she was not earning enough money to cover all of her needs. Therefore, 
she was eager to find alternative, full-time work. However, Myra was not having any 
luck due to her limited English language skills. Myra reported that she had attended 
English classes for a short while after arriving in Australia, but she did not find them 
particularly helpful. Therefore, she stopped attending as soon as she found her part-time 
job. Now, Myra felt unsure of how to structure her time and energy. One of her ideas 
was to re-engage with English classes, continue working part-time, stop sending extra 
money overseas to her children and instead use her money to buy other things for her 
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and her daughter – for example, Myra could save to buy a car, which would not only 
make her life easier (e.g., driving to the Asian food market on the other side of town), 
but potentially help her to find full-time work (e.g., she could become a house cleaner). 
Another idea was to continue working part-time and searching for full-time work, while 
sending all of her spare money to her children in Burma. Myra reported that she felt 
distressed trying to work out the best course of action.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Myra was dressed casually 
in a bright t-shirt and pants. She reported that little had changed since the time of her 
second interview. She continued to work part-time stocking shelves; she had not 
returned to English classes; and, she continued to provide financial support to her 
children who remained in Burma. Myra told me that she felt frustrated and powerless 
that she had not obtained full-time work. The need to support her children overseas was 
a financial strain that caused great stress; thus, she wanted to work despite not having 
English ability. Myra was grateful to have one of her daughters living with her in 
Australia. However, Myra had few other social contacts. She did not know many people 
of her own ethno-cultural background living in Brisbane, and the few she did know 
lived far away on the other side of town.  
At the time of the third interview, it seemed that Myra well and truly found 
herself caught between two worlds: her old world in Burma and her new world in 
Australia. Furthermore, it seemed that Myra’s difficulties in Australia stemmed directly 
from the difficulty that she was having in continuing the role, identity, habits, and 
behaviours that she was accustomed to. During her second interview, Myra had 
struggled to determine the course of action that would best enable her to reach her 
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desired outcomes. By the third interview, it was evident that Myra had relinquished the 
idea that she alone could reach her desired outcomes. Indeed, she stated that there was 
little hope for change in her life, given that the Australian Government did not seem to 
understand the conflicting priorities and pressures that she faced, including: difficulties 
learning the language, inability to locate employment, and ongoing financial 
responsibility and emotional attachment to relatives in Burma.  
Participant #7: Lily 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Lily was dressed smartly in 
a long sleeve top and pants. She smiled frequently and was eager to share her story with 
the interviewer. Lily reported that she was very happy in Australia because she had 
arrived with her husband and three children, and they were able to spend a great deal of 
time together. Lily reported that her and her husband were studying English through the 
Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP), however Lily did not really believe that she 
needed to learn English, as her husband was an educated man who spoke English very 
well. Lily reported that she relied on her husband for everything and did not need to 
utilise many of the refugee services that were available to them. Lily stated that her 
children had commenced school in Australia and that she was content with her life as a 
housewife. It appeared that Lily’s life in Australia was consistent with her expectations. 
Furthermore, it seemed that Lily’s life in Australia was enabling the continuation of key 
elements of the life she had established prior to migrating. Specifically, Lily was able to 
retain her family structure, her culture, her identity as a wife and mother, her language 
and so forth.  
 Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview Lily was dressed 
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casually in a black lace top and black pants. She appeared sad and low in energy, and 
was reluctant to talk about her experiences, expressing concern that her story might be 
shared with the Burmese authorities. A great deal of time was spent addressing those 
concerns and Lily was given the option to decline being interviewed, yet she agreed to 
continue as long as her recording was deleted immediately after being transcribed, 
which was done that very same day. Once reassured about the confidentiality of her 
interview, Lily became talkative. The experiences she described demonstrated that her 
life had changed drastically since the first interview.  
The first thing Lily told me was that her husband had died approximately a year 
after the first interview. Lily stated that she had no proof, but she believed that her 
husband’s general practitioner (GP) failed to diagnose a terminal disease in time for 
treatment because he was racist. Lily reported that following her husband’s death, she 
had ceased English classes and had stopped leaving the house unless absolutely 
necessary. Lily reported that her lack of English skill, which had not been problematic 
when her husband was alive, was now making life very difficult. For example, she was 
barely able to buy groceries, could not read letters that arrived in the mail, and was 
unemployed. She spent most of her time watching religious videos or talking to friends 
back in Thailand on the Internet. Lily wept during the interview and reported that she 
felt extremely unhappy, to the point that she was experiencing suicidal ideation. 
Without her husband, Lily stated that she had no hope for her future; however, she 
would never hurt herself because her children relied on her.  
At the time of the second interview, it seemed clear that Lily was deeply 
entrenched in the grief process. I offered to connect her with a grief counsellor, at which 
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point Lily told me that she was already engaged with a counsellor and that she was 
attending fortnightly appointments. Lily stated that talking about her feelings made her 
feel better, but that what she really wanted was practical assistance with day-to-day 
living and increased social interaction. When asked what would be helpful for her, she 
requested that the interpreter and myself assist her with reading and responding to 
letters in English. Lily was given our phone numbers and a plan was made to assist her 
as required. On two occasions the interpreter and myself read and assisted Lily with 
responding to letters.   
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Lily was dressed casually 
in a lilac coloured tank top and tan pants. While Lily appeared happier than she had 
during her second interview, Lily told me that she continued to miss her husband and 
that she felt sad, lonely, and hopeless in Australia. Lily reported that all of her hopes 
and dreams for Australia had rested with her husband; thus, she still had no goals in 
Australia beyond taking care of, and providing for, her children. Furthermore, Lily 
stated that she continued to feel suicidal at times, but she watched religious videos and 
she spoke to her friends in Burma on Skype to improve her mood.  
Despite her lessening of hope for the future, at the time of the third interview 
Lily told me that she had re-commenced English classes through the AMEP. Her reason 
for doing so was simple: Lily knew that she had to keep living for the sake of her 
children and she held onto some hope that studying English and eventually finding a job 
might make her life enjoyable again. Furthermore, Lily thought that studying might 
bring her in contact with people and enable her to make friends. Lily stated that the 
structure and provision of the English tuition she was receiving was poor and that she 
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was doubtful that she would acquire proficiency in English any time soon. She was 
frustrated by this and felt strongly that the English classes could be improved. Lily also 
felt frustrated that she could not obtain part-time or full-time work due to her lack of 
proficiency in English. Lily emphasised that this left her and other refugees’ futures too 
dependent upon the ability of her teachers to provide English tuition and upon the 
willingness of employers to provide work for migrants with little English skill. It was 
clear that Lily continued to hold some hopes for her future, yet she largely felt those 
hopes were out of her hands. 
Participant #8: Htin 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Htin, an older Karen man, 
was dressed in a traditional fabric similar to a sarong and a white polo shirt. He had a 
fairly good command of English and communicated directly with the interviewer, 
utilizing the interpreter only occasionally. Htin reported that he was a teacher in Burma, 
but that he did not expect to work in that field in Australia due to his age. Htin reported 
that he had migrated to Australia to escape persecution, but that he had little expectation 
of there being work opportunities for someone his age. Instead, he affirmed that his 
move to Australia would serve to benefit his children and subsequent generations of his 
family. Nevertheless, Htin reported that he would like to contribute to his community in 
a volunteer role. To him, volunteer work would be valued as a form of interdependence 
within Australian society.  
Htin told the interviewer that he had migrated to Australia with his wife and one 
of his daughters. Htin reported that his family connected with other members of the 
Karen community shortly after arriving in Australia. Thus, family, friends, and 
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opportunities for continuation in culture and community surrounded him. Htin reported 
that he had some difficulties upon arriving in Australia, such as learning the different 
laws and figuring out how to get around by public transport. However, he asked people 
in his community, as well as the case worker who was assigned to him for the first six 
months, for assistance and he learned quickly. At the time of the first interview, Htin 
reported that he had commenced English classes through the Adult Migrant English 
Program (AMEP) and that he hoped to find some way of assisting people from his 
community in the future.  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Htin was dressed in a 
red polo shirt and a traditional sarong from Burma. Htin was garrulous and spoke 
clearly with only a slight accent, but he required an interpreter to understand and 
communicate some concepts. At the time of the second interview, Htin told me that he 
was working as a volunteer for his community, and that he was writing a biography to 
share his life story and his ideas for good resettlement. Htin reported that the remainder 
of his children had arrived in Australia since the first interview, and that his children 
had already found partners and employment in Australia. Thus, Htin stated that he was 
satisfied and happy in Australia, despite experiencing some ongoing difficulties such as 
financial constraints. Htin attributed his wellbeing in Australia to the continuity of his 
family and community.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Htin was again dressed in 
a polo shirt (blue) and traditional sarong from Burma. He reported that he was working 
very closely as a volunteer in his community and that he had obtained a position as a 
leader in his community. Thus, he was able to assist other refugees with overcoming 
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difficulties in Australia. Htin spoke at length about the difficulties he saw in Australia, 
including: ineffectiveness of English classes, barriers to obtaining employment, and 
separation of individuals from other family members. He stated that many of his people 
were worried about not being able to locate employment and were concerned about 
their family members remaining overseas. Htin was very interested in learning the 
outcomes of the present research, stating that he would like to share them with other 
members of his community. To Htin, success in Australia, including his own, was 
directly related to how easily a refugee from Burma was able to transfer and continue 
their life from Burma to Australia.   
Participant #9: Taw 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Taw, a middle aged Chin 
man, was dressed casually in a t-shirt and pants. He was shy and did not engage in 
spontaneous speech. He reported that he had travelled to Australia alone and that he 
primarily applied for resettlement in Australia because he had been told that Australia 
had a good health program. Taw reported that he had slipped and fallen in the refugee 
camp where he had been living prior to Australia, injuring his back. Taw reported that 
he could not sit, stand or kneel for long in the same position without experiencing 
severe pain. Thus, he hoped that he would receive a diagnosis and treatment in 
Australia. Taw stated that once his health was restored, he would be interested in 
learning English and obtaining work in Australia. Thus, all of his expectations for life in 
Australia rested on the recovery of his physical health.  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Taw was dressed 
casually in a t-shirt and pants. He could not speak English; he did not engage in 
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spontaneous speech; and he appeared shy, nervous and sad. Taw told me that he felt 
down and depressed in Australia because his goals had not been reached. Specifically, 
he had not received treatment to heal his back problem and, as a result, he continued to 
experience chronic pain. Taw was visibly uncomfortable during the second interview. 
At the beginning of the interview he sat in a chair, but this soon became uncomfortable, 
as evidenced by his constant shifting and grimacing. Taw shifted to a kneeling position 
and then stood for a period of time before kneeling again. The interview was eventually 
cut short when Taw could no longer sit or kneel without great pain.  
Taw reported that he had not received adequate treatment for his back injury in 
Australia. He stated that he had received a diagnosis from his general practitioner and 
from doctors at a hospital (he could not remember what it was), but that he had been 
sent home with pain medication and nothing more. It was clear that, despite attending 
doctor’s appointments with an interpreter, Taw had not been able to communicate 
clearly with his treating physicians; thus, he did not understand what was done or what 
was planned for his future treatment.  
Because Taw continued to experience chronic pain at the time of the second 
interview, he told me that he had not been able to consider working in Australia. He was 
unemployed and relied on financial benefits for survival. Taw also told me that he had 
taken English classes through the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) for two 
years, but that these had not been useful to him and he had therefore stopped attending. 
Without English language skills, Taw had difficulty getting around Brisbane. Taw had 
few friends and was socially isolated. At the time of the second interview, lack of 
employment, which would have been a source of contact with out-groups, was clearly 
	  	  
217 
predisposing Taw to long-term social exclusion.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Taw spoke very little and 
cried frequently. He told me that his life could now be characterised by a distressing 
lack of progress. Taw continued to have few friends and felt very isolated. He spent the 
majority of his time alone at home. Taw could not speak any English. Furthermore, Taw 
continued to be unemployed, largely due to the fact that he was still debilitated by 
chronic pain relating to a back injury. Taw told me that had little hope that his back 
injury would be cured. He had been to every doctor he could find and had not been 
given any useful treatment. Given that his expectation of a successful medical 
intervention had been Taw’s primary reason for moving to Australia, Taw now held 
little hope for his future.  
Taw told me that he felt down and hopeless. Furthermore, he told me that he 
sometimes thought about suicide. However, Taw also told me that his ex-wife had now 
relocated to Australia, bringing with her Taw’s daughter and grandson. It was this that 
prevented Taw from seriously considering suicide; Taw stated that he kept surviving so 
that his daughter and grandson would have him in their life. At the time of the third 
interview, it was evident that Taw had become resigned to the distress and isolation that 
characterised his life, indicating that his agency and ability to live well was at its lowest 
point since arriving in Australia. 
Participant #10: Than 
 Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, Than, a middle aged 
Burmese man, was dressed casually in a white shirt and black pants. Than stated that he 
had arrived in Australia with his wife and six children, and that he was happy to be in 
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Australia, as he had high expectations. Than affirmed that he had arrived in Australia 
with the expectation that he would be given a job, and that he continued to hold onto 
that expectation despite being told that he should focus on learning English first. Than 
reported that he was enrolled in English classes through the Adult Migrant English 
Program (AMEP) and that he hoped improving his proficiency in English would enable 
him to work shortly. Than reported that his expectations for a good life in Australia 
were particularly bound up in his goal to obtain full-time employment. To be employed 
full-time was seen as an essential part of Than’s own culture and identity. However, it 
was clear that Than also saw employment as key to independence, economic 
opportunity, social interaction, and social respect in Australia. 
 Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Than was dressed in a 
collared, button-up shirt with a checked pattern and grey slacks. He reported that he was 
now very frustrated with life in Australia, stating that he had experienced 
discrimination, ongoing unemployment, ongoing illiteracy, and financial difficulties. 
Furthermore, at the time of the second interview Than stated that the only positive 
aspect of his life in Australia was that his children were safe and that they were being 
educated. As for himself, Than reported that he had begun to fantasise about moving 
overseas because he could not obtain work in Australia without English language skills 
and his friends had informed him that he could start his own business as a carpenter 
(which is what Than had done in Burma) in a country like China or Thailand. There, 
Than stated, he would be able to use his skills regardless of what language he spoke, 
enabling him to feel useful again.  
Clearly, Than’s confidence in the fulfilment of expectations for life in Australia 
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was fading rapidly at the time of the second interview. In particular, he was 
experiencing distress due to the lack of fulfilment of his expectation for employment. 
Furthermore, he was experiencing frustration and powerlessness because he understood 
that the attainment of employment in Australia rested on English ability, but the classes 
that he was sent to in order to help him develop English ability were not actually 
helping him. It was clear that contextual factors, including unhelpful support systems 
and policies, were impairing Than’s sense of agency and ability to live well.   
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Than was dressed formally 
in a suit. He appeared to understand some of what the interviewer said; yet he continued 
to rely entirely upon the interpreter for assistance with communicating. Communication 
with Than was difficult at the time of the third interview. This was because: (a) he was 
eager to discuss the issues that were passionate to him and went off on tangents; and (b) 
his answers sometimes did not seem to correspond to the interviewers questions, in that 
he would return to earlier questions or to topics that were of more interest to him.  
Than reported that he was grateful to be in Australia, but that he had still not 
been able to find employment and this continued to impact negatively upon his 
wellbeing. Than reported that he was constantly stressed; worrying about how to find a 
job and how to make more money to support his family. Furthermore, Than reported 
that his wife was continually asking him how he could be a man and not be working. 
Than stated that he was just surviving, not thriving, and that his life in Australia was 
stagnant. Thus, he was experiencing frustration, sadness, and anxiety.  
At the time of the third interview, Than was eager to share his criticisms of the 
Australian Government. In particular, Than stated that he was angry that the Australian 
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Government did not provide opportunities for refugees such as himself to work in their 
area of expertise regardless of their level of English skill. Also, he stated that he was 
frustrated with the quality of education in Australia, reporting that he continued to 
attend regular English classes through the AMEP, yet his skills were not improving. 
Than wanted change, but he no longer felt that he could create that change. He felt 
entirely powerless and believed that any further progress in his life would require 
intervention from outside agents. 
Participant #11: Ko 
At the time of the first interview, Ko, an elderly Arakan man, was dressed 
professionally in a white collared shirt and black slacks. Ko tended to slip into the role 
of ‘teacher’, giving long speech-like answers to questions. He also tended to answer 
questions directed to him as though he were answering for the entire population of 
Burma. At the time of the first interview, Ko reported that he was living in a shared 
home with two housemates who were also from Burma. Ko told the interviewer that he 
had arrived in Australia alone, having been separated from his wife who remained in 
Burma. Nevertheless, Ko reported that he was focused on three clear goals for life in 
Australia. Firstly, Ko planned to enrol in English classes and develop sound English 
ability. Secondly, Ko planned to enrol in tertiary studies once his English language 
skills were suitable (Ko had studied law in Burma). And, thirdly, Ko planned to 
eventually work as a lawyer in Australia.  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, Ko was dressed casually 
in a torn white t-shirt and black slacks. He was talkative and again took on the role of a 
teacher. It took repeated questioning and rephrasing to discover something of Ko’s 
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personal experience. At the time of the second interview, Ko attempted to sometimes 
speak in English. He spoke with a thick accent, however because he spoke slowly it was 
possible to understand him with focus and some clarification. At some points in the 
interview, Ko utilised the interpreter for assistance.  
At the time of the second interview Ko told me that he remained separated from 
his wife. Furthermore, he had given up on studying law in Australia because tuition was 
too expensive and his English language skills were too poor. This caused great distress 
to Ko, whose sense of meaning was clearly embedded in his desire to be a lawyer and 
who had been so close to becoming a lawyer at one time back in Burma. Ko also told 
me that an Australian employee at a local job agency, who told him that he was much 
too old to study, offended him. Nevertheless, Ko continued to study English through the 
Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) and he hoped to improve his English language 
skills to the point that he might be able to work as a English teacher in the future. Ko 
stated that he leaned heavily on the writings of world leaders who had experienced 
hardship and suffering, such as Winston Churchill and Mahatma Gandhi, to remain 
motivated and focused on his goals in Australia despite the fact that they had not yet 
come to fruition. Ko told me that he had lost some hope, but that he was utilizing inner 
resources to maintain focus. 
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview, Ko was dressed 
professionally in grey slacks and a white shirt. Ko was now living in new house with his 
cousin, who had arrived from Burma the previous year. Ko reported that he was happy 
to have been reunited with a member of his family. He appeared to have lost weight 
since the second interview and he appeared to be happier, as evidenced by smiling and a 
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more relaxed body posture. Again, Ko utilised his English language skills as much as 
possible during the interview; his skill appeared to have improved in that his accent had 
reduced and he had more vocabulary. Ko reported that he remained separated from his 
wife, however he was now completing volunteer work assisting other refugees from 
Burma with learning English. This gave him some sense of meaning and purpose.  
At the time of the third interview, Ko was eager to provide feedback about life 
in Australia. He reported that life in Australia was better suited for younger refugees 
and that it was difficult for older persons of a refugee background to find work and 
fulfilment in Australia, particularly when they were separated from their family 
members. Ko reported that he was able to stay focused on his goals in Australia because 
he was educated and could utilise inner resources. However, he reported that, for most 
refugees from Burma, it would be extremely difficult to stay focused on learning 
English and obtaining work without their families. Indeed, Ko reported that without 
family and without a career life in Australia was equivalent to a life of just surviving. It 
was clear that Ko’s inability to find employment and to study in Australia had been a 
primary obstacle to his wellbeing.  
Participant #12: We Se 
Time 1 Interview. At the time of the first interview, We Se, a middle aged Chin 
man, was dressed casually in a long sleeved shirt and black pants. We Se reported that 
he had arrived in Australia without his parents or siblings. He felt very lonely without 
them. Nevertheless, We Se told the interviewer that he had clear goals for his life in 
Australia and he was very positive about achieving them. We Se had been a teacher 
overseas and he hoped to return to studying in Australia. Ultimately, We Se reported 
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that he would like to obtain full-time employment as a social worker. We Se stated that 
he was able to remain focused on his goals for life in Australia despite his sadness 
because he focused on his education and his religious beliefs, and he was able to apply 
critical thinking to challenge difficulties, including cultural differences and family 
separation.  
Time 2 Interview. At the time of the second interview, We Se was dressed 
casually in a white t-shirt and jeans. He told me that he had successfully returned to his 
studies, that he had found part-time work at a refugee resettlement agency, and that he 
felt positive that he would be able to achieve his goal of becoming a social worker in 
the future. Furthermore, We Se had met and married an Australian woman whose 
family was very accepting of him. It seemed that We Se’s ability to speak English had 
been instrumental in the years since arriving in Australia – speaking the language meant 
that he had been able to start studying, find part-time work and build social contacts.  
Nevertheless, We Se also told me that he had experienced some difficulties in 
the years since his first interview. Specifically, We Se reported that he had applied for a 
remaining relative visa for his father, but that the application had been denied. We Se 
reported that he did not understand why his father’s application had been denied, given 
that he was prepared to provide for his father financially. We Se stated that it was very 
difficult being away from his family and that he tried to keep busy to distract himself 
from the pain. He stated that he would prefer to live overseas to be with his siblings and 
parents, but that he continued to stay in Australia (a) for his freedom and (b) for his 
relationship with his wife.  
Time 3 Interview. At the time of the third interview We Se was dressed 
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casually in a blue polo shirt and jeans. We Se stated that he continued to be separated 
from his siblings and parents, and that this was the hardest aspect of his life in Australia. 
We Se stated that the ongoing separation impacted negatively upon his ability to be 
content and happy, as he believed that his sense of meaning and life purpose could not 
be fulfilled without his family. Nevertheless, We Se reported that he was continuing to 
work towards a degree in social work and that he was continuing to work part-time at a 
refugee resettlement agency. We Se found this satisfying and he reported that his life in 
Australia was progressing well. Looking back, it appeared that We Se’s ability to speak 
English had been the key to his wellbeing in Australia. Given that study and 
employment in Australia were contingent on English ability, We Se had been able to 
achieve his resettlement goals of employment, study and retention of his own culture. 
Although he was not able to achieve family reunification, We Se’s education and 
employment brought him into contact with outgroups and gave him scope for building 
social bonds in the wider community (as well as within the community of refugees from 
Burma) leading to wide spread social inclusion. We Se was able to make friends and to 
meet a partner, and to gain suitable income for his standard of living.   
Overview of the chapter 
In this chapter I supplemented the overview of themes presented in Chapter 5 
with a summary of each participant’s journey across the three research interviews. 
These individual narratives revealed the unique sequence of events that influenced each 
of the participants’ experience of wellbeing and that gave rise to the emerging themes. 
They allow for a more complex, broad perspective of wellbeing.  
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CHAPTER 7 
Discussion 
In Chapters 5 and 6 I submitted the findings of the present study. In Chapter 7 I 
interpret those findings, comparing them with previous research and using them to 
answer the research questions. In Chapter 7 I also conclude the present research by 
considering the unique contribution of the research, the limitations of the research, and 
future directions. 
Interpretation of the research findings 
The aim of the present study was to respond to the need for longitudinal, 
qualitative research into the wellbeing of people from refugee backgrounds. Refugee 
wellbeing was defined as a way of being in the world, with agency and ability to live 
well as key components. In particular, there were two questions that guided the research 
process. The first was: What is the evolution of the lived experience of refugee 
wellbeing over the first five years of resettlement in Australia? The second question 
was: What recommendations, particularly for psychological intervention, might be 
useful for promoting wellbeing during the first five years of resettlement? In the section 
that follows, these questions are answered using the present research findings. In 
addition, the research findings are compared with the wider body of literature on 
refugee wellbeing.  
The experience of refugee wellbeing at Time 1 Interviews. For participants in 
the present study, the first year of resettlement in Australia was defined most 
predominantly by hope. Driven by the accounts of life in Australia that were circulated 
amongst refugees living in camps and other countries of asylum, participants in the 
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present study approached their first year of resettlement with confidence and excitement 
for the fulfilment of three primary expectations: family reunification, full-time 
employment, and education (particularly, the acquisition of English language skills). 
These expectations revealed that participants’ believed resettlement would improve 
their living conditions, with increased personal security through the absence of 
persecution, increased togetherness through family reunification (for those who were 
separated after fleeing Burma), and increased financial security, initially through 
financial benefits and ultimately through full-time employment. Participants viewed 
proficiency in the English language to be a necessary requirement for climbing the 
employment ladder in Australia and they believed that they would successfully acquire 
English proficiency during the first few years of resettlement via the educational 
opportunities made available to them.  
The finding that early resettlement was characterised by hope is consistent with 
the findings of some existing studies exploring positive adaptation amongst resettling 
refugees (e.g., Brough et al., 2013; Correa-Velez & Gifford, 2011; Correa-Velez et al., 
2010; Gifford et al., 2007, 2008; Pittaway & Muli, 2008; Townsend, Pascal & Delves, 
2013). Yet, it is inconsistent with the findings of a large number of other studies 
exploring both psychiatric symptomatology and positive adaptation amongst resettling 
refugees (e.g., McMichael, 2002; McMichael & Ahmed, 2003; McMichael & 
Manderson, 2004; Tilbury, 2007; Schweitzer, Melville, Steele, & Lacharez, 2006; 
Schweitzer et al., 2011; Stein, 198). Those studies have conversely found that early 
resettlement is often associated with feelings of distress and isolation, due to pre-
migration trauma and post-migration living difficulties (e.g., loss of social capital, 
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unemployment, financial difficulties, loneliness).  
The presence of hope amongst participants in the present study did not mean 
that participants experienced early resettlement as a time of pure happiness or 
contentment. Rather, participants approached the early phase of resettlement with a 
forward-focused mentality, viewing the realization of their expectations in the future as 
the key to their achieving happiness and a good life in Australia. Thus, the presence of 
hope amongst participants might have reflected their holding onto unrealistic 
expectations about Australia, or their strength in utilizing resources for undermining 
disappointment (e.g., social support, cognitive strategies). Either way, participants’ 
forward-focused mentality was reinforced during early resettlement by the experience 
of isolation, as they eagerly awaited the arrival of family members (this is supported by 
the findings of Nickerson, Bryant, Steel, Silove & Brooks, 2010).  
For many participants, the early phase of resettlement represented: (a) isolation 
from family and friends, (b) isolation from cultural practices, and/or (c) isolation from 
meaningful activity. All three experiences contributed to feelings of emotional distress 
(e.g., boredom, sadness, loneliness) and, for some participants, made it difficult to 
maintain activities of daily living, such as cooking and/or eating regular meals. This 
finding is consistent with other investigations into refugee resettlement in Australia, 
which have also found that refugees experience considerable distress associated with 
family separation and isolation in the early phases of resettlement (e.g., Gifford et al., 
2008; McMichael, 2002; McMichael & Ahmed, 2003; McMichael & Manderson, 2004; 
Nickerson et al., 2010; Tilbury, 2007; Schweitzer, Melville, Steele, & Lacharez, 2006; 
Schweitzer et al., 2011). The finding that isolation made it difficult to maintain 
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activities of daily living for some participants may be explained by the discovery that 
the concept of self in East Asian countries typically exists in relation to activity that is 
distributed between people (i.e., one’s sense of self is only seen as coming into 
existence in interrelationship with others & the environment; Mehl-Madrona & 
Pennycook, 2008). It is possible that living in isolation may have made it difficult for 
participants to access motivation and drive for engaging in individual tasks of daily 
living; thereby further inspiring participants to focus on the future as a time when the 
satisfaction of their expectations would represent the coming together of contextual 
elements necessary for engendering positive emotional experiences, and for providing 
motivation.  
For some participants in the present study, the experience of distress was not 
only related to isolation, but also to the realization that expectations for life in Australia 
were not currently being and may never be fulfilled. Specifically, in regard to the 
expectation of financial sufficiency: some of the participants experienced 
disappointment early in resettlement that the financial benefits provided to them by the 
Australian government were not sufficient to cover their expenses. In regard to the 
expectation of employment: many participants experienced disappointment that they 
were unable to acquire even basic (i.e., bottom of the rung) employment in Australia. 
This was a surprise to the participants, especially given that many of them had been able 
to acquire basic work while living in refugee camps in Thailand or other countries of 
asylum.  
It is important here to emphasise that participants did not experience distress 
about financial benefits or unemployment due to a loss of socioeconomic standing, 
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which has been documented elsewhere (e.g., Gupta & Sullivan, 2013; Huot, Laliberte 
Rudman, Dodson, & Magalhães, 2013). Rather, participants’ distress reflected the fact 
that they were not given an opportunity to work despite their willingness to do so and 
their expectation that they would be able to do so, and the fact that they did not have 
enough money to support family who remained overseas while also covering the costs 
of establishing themselves in Australia. This left participants feeling as though the 
Australian Government did not understand them and their needs.  
The finding that participants experienced distress related to the lack of 
fulfilment of expectations for employment and financial sufficiency is consistent with 
other studies in the refugee literature, many of which indicate that lack of employment 
and the ensuing financial struggle arouse great distress amongst resettling refugees (e.g., 
Broadbent, Cacciattolo & Carpenter, 2007; Casimiro, Hancock & Northcote, 2007; 
Heptinstall, Sethna & Taylor, 2004; Kamalkhani, 2001; Pittaway & Muli, 2008; Taylor 
& Stanovic, 2005). DeVoe, (1981), Keller (1974) and Rogg (1974) ascribe refugee 
complaints of not receiving enough to an attitude that one should be compensated for 
unjust suffering and fortitude. This is a position that places the blame for distress solely 
on refugees themselves. Also, it operates on a view of refugees as vulnerable and needy, 
which is not consistent with the present finding that participants were eager and willing 
to commence any employment available to them despite their inability to speak English 
and their lack of skill and/or education.  
In addition to (or instead of) a demand for compensation, participants’ distress at 
not receiving enough might also have reflected cultural differences in the definition of 
need, and misassumptions about migration. For example, when it comes to determining 
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financial need, the Australian government assesses the number of dependents that each 
refugee has. Participants in the present research stated that the Australian Government 
did not recognise all of the people for whom they were financially responsible due to 
differences in cultural definitions of family and due to a lack of recognition that 
refugees maintain connections with, and financial responsibilities for, family who 
remain in Burma.  
All of the participants aimed to establish family reunification, employment, and 
education (i.e., English language) upon resettling in Australia. Where there was an 
economic, social, and political context that supported the fulfilment of those aims (e.g., 
a context of family togetherness), participants’ maintained hope during early 
resettlement while their agency and ability to live well was promoted. This was the 
case, for example, with Lay, Thiri and Htin, who migrated to Australia as a family unit; 
were quickly incorporated into the Karen community, which was able to link them with 
support and other services; were assigned housing together and near other members of 
the Karen and refugee community from Burma; and, received financial support that was 
sufficient for their needs. These participants stood out as experiencing a greater sense of 
wellbeing in Australia, and they attributed this to the fact that they were surrounded by 
family and community. Family and community appeared to serve as a protective factor 
for this family, which is consistent with the findings of researchers such as Gifford and 
Colleagues (2008).  
Where there was an economic, social and political context that did not support 
the fulfilment of participants’ aims (e.g., a context of ongoing separation from family), 
participants’ experienced isolation and distress during the early phase of resettlement 
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while their agency and ability to live well was impaired. This was the case, for example, 
with Myra, who was separated from her children in Burma; who was assigned housing 
in an area of Brisbane that was not located near other refugees from Burma; and, who 
reported that the financial support she received in Australia was insufficient for her 
needs.  
When I refer to an economic, social and political context that did or did not 
support participants’ aims, it is important to stress that what I am referring to is not 
simply a matter of participants’ perception. Having said that, participants’ perception of 
the economic, social and political context likely did have an impact on their sense of 
agency and ability to live well during the early phase of resettlement. For example, 
consistent with previous research, participants’ agency appeared to be promoted by their 
perception of Australia’s democratic political system enabling freedom, independence, 
and ability (Toth, 2003; Vazquez, Cervelon, Perez-Sales, Vidales & Gaborit, 2005). 
Consistent with previous research, participants’ ability to live well appeared to be 
promoted by their confidence in the fulfilment of expectations for family reunification, 
healthcare, education, and employment, which was supported by the early fulfilment of 
expectations in the area of safety, housing, and financial support (Shakespeare-Finch & 
Wickham, 2010). Furthermore, consistent with previous research, participants’ agency 
and ability to live well was supported by their resourceful use of religious beliefs, social 
support, and other cognitive skills to maintain hope in the face of initial lack of 
fulfilment of expectations (Brough, Gorman, Ramirez & Westoby, 2003; Brune et al., 
2002; Fernando & Ferrari, 2011; Green & Eliot, 2010; McMichael & Manderson, 2004; 
Pulvirenti & Mason, 2011; Schweitzer, et al., 2007).  
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Nevertheless, there were also actual economic, political, and social influences 
that had a direct impact on participants’ aims in resettlement. For example, in terms of 
economic influences, some participants’ reported that their ability to live or be well in 
the early phase of resettlement was promoted by the financial support that they received 
from the government. This was because it enabled them to cover daily living expenses 
while studying. Other participants, however, reported that their ability to live well was 
impaired by the financial support that they received because it was insufficient to cover 
their expenses. In terms of political influences many participants reported that their 
ability to live well was promoted upon arrival in Australia by the Government’s 
humanitarian assistance programs and refugee resettlement programs, which offered 
case management, provision of housing, and English tuition. In terms of social 
influences, almost all of the participants reported that their ability to live and be well 
was impaired by their arriving in Australia without family members; their being 
allocated housing in areas of Brisbane where few other refugees from Burma were 
located; and, their having limited means for maintaining cultural practices in Australia.   
Overall, the findings from Time 1 Interviews indicate that participants exhibited 
a complex response to resettlement, with simultaneous experiences of wellbeing and 
illbeing. Furthermore, the findings indicate that participants’ lived experience of hope, 
isolation, and distress was entwined with the economic, social, and political context of 
the early phase of resettlement. These findings undermine the typical conceptualization 
(a) of refugees as a purely vulnerable group and (b) of early resettlement as an initial 
period of high distress, where participants face the need to overcome pre-migration 
trauma and cope with post-migration living difficulties (APS Public Service Team, 
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2011; Copping et al., 2010; Fazel et al., 2005). The findings indicate that the 
dichotomous categorization of resettling refugees as either well or ill is too simplistic an 
understanding of them, and that refugee wellbeing during early resettlement is better 
thought of as involving concurrent states of wellness and illness.  
Furthermore, the findings did not indicate that pre-migration trauma was a 
significant factor influencing refugee wellbeing. Although the participants referred to 
pre-migration experiences of trauma, they did not indicate that these experiences 
contributed to their experiences of distress in resettlement. Nor did coping, resiliency, 
or strength (i.e., indicators of positive adaptation) emerge as key influences on the 
experience of hope (or other indicators of wellbeing). Thus, the findings indicate that 
measuring wellbeing as the absence of psychiatric symptomatology or as the presence 
of positive adaptation, and consequentially theorizing refugee wellbeing within a 
medical or psychosocial stress model, is not particularly useful for capturing or 
understanding the lived experience of refugee wellbeing.   
The experience of refugee wellbeing at Time 2 Interviews. For participants, 
resettlement at Time 2 Interviews was characterised most predominantly by distress. 
That distress appeared in the form of disappointment, frustration, loneliness, sadness, 
grief, powerlessness, despair, somatic symptomatology (e.g., headaches), and 
suicidality. Distress during the fourth year of resettlement appeared to be an extension 
and intensification of the distress that participants experienced during the first year of 
resettlement. That is to say that the distress that participants experienced during the first 
year of resettlement in response to the early realization that some of their expectations 
were not being fulfilled in Australia and due to their ongoing sense of isolation from 
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family and friends, both of which impaired their agency and ability to live well, 
appeared to have become more pronounced by the fourth year of resettlement. 
In regard to the expectations that remained unfulfilled at the time of the second 
interviews, the majority of participants expressed distress because: (a) they had yet to 
obtain employment or they had yet to obtain full-time employment, despite their 
willingness to accept any available position; (b) they remained dependent on financial 
assistance from the government, yet believed this assistance was insufficient to cover 
their needs; (c) they were yet to acquire English language skills or to pursue education 
in other desired areas; and, (d) they were yet to be reunited with friends and family. In 
regard to separation from friends and family, participants expressed distress because the 
separation was associated with a loss of their self or identity. These findings are 
consistent with previous research, which indicates that the most distressing experiences 
for refugees undergoing resettlement in Australia are obtaining employment, 
undergoing education, and enduring separation from family (Shakespeare & Wickham, 
2010; Schweitzer et al., 2006; Schweitzer et al., 2011; van Wyk, Schweitzer, Brough, 
Vromans & Murray, 2012).  
The finding that participants experienced distress in response to unfulfilled 
expectations is also consistent with previous research indicating that refugees frequently 
approach resettlement with high expectations of what is to come and then experience 
distress at the reality of life in resettlement (e.g., Bates et al., 2005; Brethfeld, 2010; 
Drachman & Halberstadt, 1992; Westermeyer, 1987; Xi & Hwang, 2011). Interestingly, 
participants in the present study attributed the lack of fulfilment of their expectations to 
a number of factors, none of which included the consideration that those expectations 
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might be unrealistic. In regard to employment, participants reported that they were 
eager to find work, which is consistent with previous research (Taylor & Stanovic, 
2005), yet complained that there were not: (a) enough jobs to match their skill or 
training backgrounds in Australia; (b) enough assistance locating jobs; (c) enough jobs 
for non-English speaking people; and, (d) too much discrimination - all of which 
prevented them from obtaining work. Participants indicated that lack of employment led 
to financial difficulties, a reduced standard of living, limited contact with community 
members, and thwarted self-identity. These complaints are consistent with those of 
other refugees who have resettled in Australia (Abdelkerim & Grace, 2011; Casimiro, 
Hancock & Northcote, 2007; Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2006; Correa-Velez, Spaaij & 
Upham, 2012).  
Some participants were aware of programs operating in the United States of 
America (USA) where refugees from Burma with skill sets similar to theirs were able to 
commence employment early in resettlement despite not speaking English, despite 
living in urban settings, and without having to learn new skills or navigate job seeker 
websites or agencies. Specifically, a number of participants had heard of the 
International Rescue Committee’s (IRC) New Roots Programme, which operates in 
partnership with government refugee organizations to locate employment in community 
gardening and small business farming for refugees from Burma resettled in major cities 
across the USA (IRC, 2013). Participants expressed frustrated that similar programs 
were not available in Australia. 
In regard to financial support, participants complained that they remained 
dependent upon support from the government at the time of the second interview, but 
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that this support was insufficient to cover their basic (e.g., rent), personal (e.g., 
cigarettes), family (e.g., communication costs), and community (e.g., church donations) 
expenses. The experience of not receiving enough has been noted in the literature (e.g., 
DeVoe, 1981; Keller, 1974; Rogg, 1974). Some researchers have described it as 
overcompensation on the part of refugees in response to the emptiness and loss that 
remain from their traumatic backgrounds. In the previous chapter I have also suggested 
that it might reflect cultural differences in the definition of family and/or 
misassumptions about migration. It is also possible that complaints about not receiving 
enough reflect an adapted strategy to get needs met. Having been given tremendous 
support by human rights organizations, resettlement agencies, and Western 
governments for being traumatised victims, Colic-Peisker and Tilbury (2003) indicate 
that refugees resettling in Australia are encouraged to take on the passive role of needy 
victim in order to access resources. This means that refugees might learn to seek 
physical and emotional support through complaints of not having enough and/or not 
doing well. Yet another explanation is that perception of not receiving enough reflects a 
generalised perception on behalf of refugees that Western countries are infinitely rich.  
In regard to education, participants complained that they were unable to meet 
their educational goals in Australia for reasons including age discrimination, conflicting 
priorities (e.g., work vs. study), loss of interest, limited opportunity to practice, limited 
educational experience, and ineffectiveness of the mode of instruction on offer. This 
was distressing to participants as their subsequent lack of skill limited their ability to 
obtain work, in general and in desired vocations. Yet, participants’ complaints are 
consistent with the experiences of other refugees who have resettled in Australia (e.g., 
	  	  
237 
Casimiro et al., 2007; Momartin et al., 2006; Rida & Wilson, 2001).  
For example, many participants in the present study indicated that they found 
English classes to be ineffective for two main reasons: (a) their teachers were native 
English speakers whom they couldn’t understand well; and, (b) their teachers used a 
didactic, objectivist learning style that was unfamiliar and inconsistent with their 
previous learning. Similarly, Casimiro and Colleagues (2007) found that refugee 
women from Iraq, Sudan, and Afghanistan experienced the Adult Migrant Education 
Program (AMEP), through which refugees in Australia are offered tuition in English, to 
be ineffective. This was contributed, in part, to the fact that the AMEP utilises native 
English speakers, whom refugees have difficulty understanding, to teach students of 
widely different abilities simultaneously through a didactic, objectivist learning style 
that focuses on transferring knowledge from teacher to student.  
Participants’ complaints about the ineffectiveness of second language 
acquisition in Australia are supported by the literature, which indicates that programs 
such as the AMEP are not fully adequate to meet the needs of refugees and other 
migrants (e.g., Barraja-Roba, 2003; Earnest, Housen, & Gillieatt, 2007; Norton-Peirce, 
1995). For example: Sawir (2005) argues that traditional teaching pedagogies in 
Australia take a scholastic approach in that they treat English as if it is outside the 
national or local linguistic environment. Thus, English language programs focus almost 
exclusively on teaching learners to read English-language documents, and to prepare 
English language essays and letters, with little attention to the skills of conversation in 
English, let alone the ultimate communicative goal of native speaker-level proficiency.  
Furthermore, English language programs in Australia often neglect to 
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acknowledge how learners’ prior learning experience and cultural beliefs about learning 
impact upon language acquisition. For instance: Participants in the present study 
reported that they were familiar with a constructivist style of learning, which focuses on 
the learner rather than the teacher, and is therefore inescapably affected by the learning 
context and by the beliefs and attitudes of the learner (Brooks & Brooks, 1993). Within 
a constructivist paradigm a learner interacts with his environment, matching new 
against given information and establishing meaningful connections, thus constructing 
new knowledge from authentic experience. This is consistent with what Rogers and 
Freiberg (1994) called experiential learning, and it is vastly different from the didactic, 
objectivist style that participants received through the AMEP.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   In regard to family reunification, participants complained that they had yet to be 
reunited with their friends and family, and in some cases, their applications for reunion 
had been denied. Indeed, only one participant had been reunited with their family 
between the Time 1 and Time 2 Interview. This lack of reunification was associated 
with feelings of distress amongst participants, which is consistent with other studies that 
indicate separation from family and friends is a factor contributing to symptoms of 
psychological distress amongst refugees during resettlement (e.g., Schweitzer et al., 
2006; Schweitzer et al, 2011; van Wyk et al., 2012).  
In addition to distress, resettlement at the time of the second interview was also 
characterised by isolation. This isolation, like the experience of distress, appeared to be 
an extension and intensification of the isolation that participants experienced during the 
first year of resettlement. That is to say that the experience of feeling distanced from 
each other, from society, from cultural practices, and from what was important or 
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meaningful, which impaired participants’ ability to live and be well, became more 
pronounced by Time 2 Interviews due to ongoing contextual circumstances that kept 
participants removed from family, friends, cultural practices, and meaningful activity. 
Isolation from friends and family was compounded by isolation from the mainstream 
population and from other refugees living in Australia. Factors influencing the 
separation of participants from other refugees and from the mainstream community at 
the time of the first and second interview were almost identical and included: financial 
constraints, travel constraints, limited opportunity to meet mainstream community 
members, and reluctance to meet mainstream community members due to cultural 
differences and feared discrimination.  
 Separation of the participants from other refugees from Burma also occurred 
during resettlement because there was no platform in Australia for interaction between 
refugees from different ethnic groups. The Burmese government recognises over 135 
distinct ethnic groups in Burma, which are grouped into eight major national ethnic 
races (Aung-Thwin & Aung-Thwin, 2012). Historically these ethnic groups have 
remained segregated from one another, and this segregation has been largely maintained 
in refugee camps across Thailand, as well as in other countries of asylum. 
Consequently, many ethnicities remain distrustful of and unfamiliar with one another. 
The refugee system in Australia does not make provisions for this historical 
segregation, assuming that refugees from difference regions and communities of Burma 
- like those from other backgrounds (e.g., refugees from the Horn of Africa) - will be 
able to establish connections without assistance, thereby allowing for the provision of 
social support and the maintenance of cultural identity.  
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 In addition to social isolation, participants also experienced cultural isolation 
and self-estrangement at the time of the second interview. They reported being 
culturally isolated in that they perceived the cultural practices of mainstream Australian 
society to be very different from their own, and they found it difficult to maintain their 
own cultural practices while living in Australia due to a lack of resources. This 
experience is consistent with a wealth of previous research (e.g., Bernak & Greenberg, 
1994; Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003; Liebkind, 1996; Phillimore, 2011; Rosli, 2011; 
Westermeyer, Neider, & Vang, 1984), which signifies that the changes that come about 
as a result of contact with culturally dissimilar people, groups, and social influences 
(i.e., acculturation; Gibson, 2001) are associated with high levels of isolation amongst 
refugees. However, the present findings also differ from previous research, particularly 
within the topic of acculturation, in that they do not imply that maintaining one’s 
culture while becoming involved with the larger society (i.e., integration; Berry, 2005) 
is necessarily the ideal option for resettlement. The ideal that participants referenced 
and discussed with me as being integral to their wellbeing was the ability to maintain 
(or create) social contacts and cultural practices from Burma while living in Australia. 
 Most participants reported being self-estranged during the fourth year of 
resettlement. What this meant was that they experienced a sense of being less than they 
might ideally be or had previously been before migrating to Australia, which 
consequently left them feeling as though they were observers of the world rather than 
active members in it, thereby impairing their agency. This experience appeared to arise 
as a consequence of ongoing separation from friends and family, and also ongoing 
separation from meaningful activity (e.g., work, study, spending time with friends). It 
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indicates that participants’ sense of self, and thus their connection with the internal and 
external resources necessary for assisting with reaching their goals during resettlement, 
were dependent upon the interaction or interrelationship between themselves and the 
environment.  
In addition to distress and isolation, for participants in the present study the 
experience of resettlement was also characterised by the theme of surviving. Surviving 
captured participants’ ability to accept the experience of distress, remain engaged with 
the process of resettlement, and take action towards a valued goal. Rather than looking 
forward to the fulfilment of expectations with confidence, surviving reflected how 
participants instead were focused on remaining committed to achieving a rich, full and 
meaningful life despite ongoing challenges and adversities. Thus, the theme of 
surviving in Time 2 Interviews appeared to represent a transformation of the theme of 
hope that had characterised the experience of wellbeing early in resettlement.  
What appeared to transform the experience of hope to the experience of 
surviving for participants between Time 1 and Time 2 Interviews was the existence of 
political, social and economic influences that exposed them to the improbability of their 
expectations being fulfilled. Participants survived their ongoing isolation and distress by 
drawing upon a range of cognitive strategies and inner resources, philosophical and 
religious beliefs, and social support to: (a) undermine the power of their painful 
emotions, disappointing experiences and unfulfilling circumstances; (b) develop a 
transcendent sense of self; and, (c) remain focused on their values so as to instil hope 
for the creation of a meaningful life. Surviving, like hope, appeared to promote 
participants’ agency and ability to live well.  
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The finding that participants drew upon social support, philosophical and 
religious beliefs, and cognitive strategies and inner resources is consistent with previous 
research into the coping mechanisms of resettling refugees. For example, Schweitzer 
and Colleagues (2007) conducted a phenomenological exploration into the coping 
strategies of Sudanese refugees who had been resettled in Australia for an average of 
four years and found that they utilised religious beliefs, social support, and personal 
attitudes and beliefs. Similarly, Shakespeare-Finch and Wickham (2010) conducted a 
phenomenological investigation into the coping strategies of Sudanese refugees who 
had been resettled in Australia for 5 years or less and found that they too leant on social 
support, religious beliefs, and personal attitudes and beliefs.  
At the time of the second interview, it was apparent that the three participants 
who demonstrated the best wellbeing outcomes at Time 1 (i.e., Lay, Thiri & Htin), were 
again in the position of enjoying a much higher level of wellbeing when compared with 
the other participants at Time 2. Lay, Thiri and Htin reported that they enjoyed a sense 
of agency and ability to live well despite experiencing distress due to difficulties, such 
as financial difficulties, employment difficulties, and language difficulties. Lay, Thiri 
and Htin reported that this was not because they were able to utilise internal skills such 
as coping, but rather because they were able to continue their pre-migration existence in 
Australia and it was this that brought them wellbeing. As I have previously explained, 
Lay, Thiri and Htin migrated to Australia as a family unit, were quickly embedded into 
their ethnic community (i.e., the Karen community), and, were able to use connections 
in the Karen community to meet their needs in Australia.   
Overall, the findings from Time 2 Interviews indicate that wellbeing is a 
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complex phenomenon that is entwined with the economic, social, and political context 
of resettlement. Furthermore, the findings indicate that the dichotomous categorization 
of resettling refugees as either well or ill is too simplistic an understanding of them, 
and, that the absence of psychiatric symptomatology and the presence of positive 
adaptation are not particularly useful methods of measuring refugee wellbeing. Nor are 
the medical or psychosocial stress models particularly useful for understanding the lived 
experience of refugee wellbeing. This is because pre-migration trauma did not emerge 
as a key influence upon refugee wellbeing. Also, although indicators of positive 
adaptation (coping, resiliency, strength) did emerge as factors supporting the 
maintenance of wellbeing, they emerged along with contextual factors that also 
impacted upon wellbeing.  
The experience of refugee wellbeing at Time 3 Interviews. At Time 3 
Interviews the participants defined their experience of wellbeing as just surviving. By 
just surviving, participants meant that life in Australia had not fulfilled their 
expectations; that they had yet to reach their goals for employment, education and 
family reunification; and, that they believed they had little power to change their own 
circumstances. Thus, participants’ experienced a sense of stagnation accompanied by 
difficult emotions, including powerlessness and sadness. The theme of we’re just 
surviving during the fifth year of resettlement appeared to represent an amalgamation, 
with some transformation, of the themes of distress and surviving that emerged during 
Time 2 Interviews.  
The theme of we’re just surviving appeared to incorporate the theme of distress 
in that it represented emotional symptomatology related to unmet expectations and 
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isolation, although the experience of distress appeared to be more moderate at Time 3 
Interviews. The theme of we’re just surviving appeared to incorporate a converted form 
of the theme of surviving in that it represented a sense of stagnation and, for some 
people, resignation that may have developed consequent to accepting one’s distress 
during Time Two Interviews. The process of remaining engaged with resettlement and 
taking action towards a valued life, which was characteristic of surviving in Time 2 
Interviews, did not appear to be characteristic of just surviving in Time 3 Interviews. 
Rather, participants reported that there was little they could do to take action towards a 
valued life at long-term resettlement. Overall then, the theme of we’re just surviving 
suggested that participants’ agency and ability to live well at Time 3 Interviews was at 
its lowest point in the participants’ five years of resettlement.  
Despite this indication of illbeing, however, at Time 3 Interviews participants 
responded eagerly to the invitation to express their opinion of the problems and 
priorities for promoting wellbeing in resettlement. This eagerness revealed a capacity 
for reflection and agency that is indicative of wellbeing. Thus, the findings from Time 3 
Interviews lend further support to the argument that wellbeing is a complex 
phenomenon entwined with the economic, social, and political context of resettlement. 
The findings also indicate that refugee wellbeing during resettlement is better thought of 
as involving concurrent states of wellness and illness. Furthermore, the findings indicate 
that wellbeing was not a purely internal phenomenon, but rather wellbeing appeared to 
occur as a result of participants’ ability to return to their pre-migratory lives.  
 Participants saw the key problems for refugee wellbeing as: separation from 
family and subsequent isolation; inability to locate employment; and, failure of 
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provided education to result in English proficiency. This is consistent with previous 
research indicating that family, friends and community; English ability; and 
unemployment are central concerns to refugee wellbeing (Correa-Velez & Gifford, 
2011; Correa-Velez et. al., 2012; Townsend, Pascal & Delves, 2013). Furthermore, 
participants traced those key problems of refugee wellbeing in resettlement to the 
implementation of policies and practices based on dehistoricised and generalised 
understandings of refugee needs. This is consistent with previous research indicating 
that the Australian environment and dominant ideologies impact upon the health and 
wellbeing of refugees undergoing resettlement (e.g., Westoby & Ingamells, 2010).  
The aforementioned findings indicate that the absence of psychiatric 
symptomatology and the presence of positive adaptation are not particularly useful 
methods of measuring refugee wellbeing. Nor are the medical or psychosocial stress 
models particularly useful for understanding the lived experience of refugee wellbeing. 
Again, pre-migration trauma did not emerge as a key influence on refugee wellbeing 
during the fifth year of resettlement. Post-migration living difficulties did emerge as a 
key influence on refugee wellbeing during the fifth year of resettlement, however, it 
was not coping, resilience, and strength in the face of those difficulties that appeared to 
be the key to wellbeing.  
Connectedness to the family was a prime indicator of wellbeing in the present 
study. Participants who resettled in Australia with their immediate family members 
(e.g., Lay, Htin, Thiri) demonstrated wellbeing during the five years of resettlement, 
regardless of their inability to achieve other goals (e.g., English skill, employment) that 
were closely linked with wellbeing for other participants. Participants attributed this to 
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the fact that family provided them with retention of their own culture, continuation of 
their self-identity, social inclusion and support, and preservation of systems of meaning. 
Participants who arrived in Australia without family members placed family 
reunification as their overriding goal for life in Australia. Indeed, family reunification 
was the only priority that superseded employment; a finding that is consistent with 
previous research (Valtonen, 2004). Participants initially expressed a high level of trust 
in the receptivity of Australian society, believing that family reunification was a high 
priority. As time went by, however, participants began to wonder about their long-term 
future and the efficacy of Australia’s family reunification policies.   
Consistent with previous research (Valtonen, 1998; Wrench et al., 1999), 
employment was not only a primary goal for participants, but also a primary indicator 
of their wellbeing during the first five years of resettlement in Australia. This finding 
has previously been attributed to younger refugees (e.g., Valtonen, 2004), yet in the 
present study employment was just as significant to older participants as it was to 
younger participants. Upon arriving in Australia, participants were motivated and ready 
to take the necessary steps and sacrifices to obtain employment. They embarked upon 
English language classes, as language skill posed the greatest barrier to employment. 
Nevertheless, within a few years of resettlement, participants were already reporting 
that the English classes they had attended had failed them. Some participants continued 
with classes in the hope of developing skill, while others dropped out within a few years 
of resettlement. As participants’ English study stalled, employment remained elusive.  
Participants expressed many outcomes of their ongoing unemployment. These 
included: a lack of income to provide a desired standard of living; a lack of materials 
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(e.g., a car) needed for participation in education, culture, social activities, and so forth; 
social exclusion; lack of interdependence; lack of respect within and outside of their 
community; and, loss of identity. Unemployed participants did not favour their 
dependence on financial assistance from the Australian Government and they remained 
concerned about their situation for the entirety of their first five years of resettlement. 
During their final interviews for the present project, participants expressed fear and 
anger at the prospect of remaining unemployed indefinitely.  
Consistent with previous research, education in the English language was also a 
common goal for participants and a primary indicator of their wellbeing during the first 
five years of resettlement in Australia. As with employment, this finding has previously 
been attributed to younger persons (e.g., Valtonen, 2004), yet in the present study 
education was just as important to some older participants as it was to younger 
participants. In resettlement, participants understood that tertiary (professional, 
vocational or academic) study and employment was contingent on English ability. Thus, 
they wished to increase their language skill through engagement in classes. However, 
participants described problems with the instruction they received, ranging from the use 
of native English speakers as teachers to the use of didactic teaching styles.  
There exist very few longitudinal studies following the same group of refugees 
through the course of resettlement, particularly in the Australian context. Thus, there are 
few existing studies with which the present results can be compared. Nevertheless, there 
are studies that consider the wellbeing of refugees from Burma in the early stages of 
resettlement and there are some studies that consider the wellbeing of refugees over 
time. When compared with this body of research (e.g., Murray et al., 2008; Silove et al., 
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2007; Steel et al., 2002; Valtonen, 2004) the present findings were consistent. Thus, the 
present research provides support for previous research indicating that employment, 
family, and education are important factors in wellbeing during early resettlement. 
Furthermore, the present research offers initial evidence that those factors continue to 
be of key influence on refugee wellbeing well beyond the early years of resettlement - 
at least up until approximately five years of resettlement - with the outcome being that 
wellbeing may continue to be impacted negatively until they are attended to. 
Much of the existing research into refugee wellbeing indicate that post-
migration living difficulties negatively influence wellbeing when refugees are unable to 
apply resources to cope, be resilient, or be strong (Huot et al., 2013; Porter & Haslam, 
2005; Watters, 2001). Another way of saying this is that refugees struggle to adapt to 
their new lives in their new country. The implication here is that refugees can be 
assisted to cope with those adjustments, thereby facilitating wellbeing. The present 
research offers a different insight into how post-migration living difficulties (of which 
employment, family & education were key) may influence wellbeing over time.  
Close inspection of the themes that emerged during Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 
Interviews appear to reveal that unemployment, separation from family, and poor 
English training impacted upon wellbeing because they fuelled the separation from that 
which participants wished to remain connected to, or that which they remain connected 
to on some level (e.g., cultural practices, friends & family, identity, language, & 
socioeconomic standing). Participants in the present study indicated that contextual 
constraints in Australia made reconsolidation difficult for them, and this contributed to 
a sense of just surviving, rather than progressing towards valued outcomes. Contextual 
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constraints included the blocking of access to employment, family reunion, and 
effective education by refugee institutions, policies, and procedures. 
For example, during the third interview participants indicated that refugee 
policies and practices in Australia blocked access to both intra-psychic and 
environmental resources that were needed to remain connected with friends and family, 
learn English and locate employment. It is important to emphasise that participants did 
not indicate that policies and practices blocked their ability to replace what they had lost 
upon arriving in Australia, but rather they indicated that policies and practices blocked 
their ability to re-connect with what they had been separated from. Consequently, 
participants in the present study indicated that there were four key priorities for refugee 
wellbeing in resettlement. These were to develop policies and practices that: (a) bring 
refugees from Burma in contact with their family and community early in resettlement; 
(b) enable refugees from Burma to work early in their resettlement regardless of their 
ability to speak English; (c) provide English tuition appropriate to the learning style and 
English needs of refugees from Burma; and, (d) implement long-term practical support 
to assist refugees with the tasks of daily living. These priorities reveal a desire to 
reconsolidate (reunite) with what is important. 
What is being described here is a relational-responsive theory of refugee 
wellbeing. It states that refugee wellbeing is located in the relationship between 
refugees and their environment. What this means is that it may be more helpful to 
conceptualise refugee wellbeing in terms of a refugees’ opportunity to facilitate the 
continuation of their life world, rather than as a refugees’ level of positive adjustment, 
coping ability, resilience, strength, or ability to overcome traumatic experiences. 
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Another way of saying this is that refugee wellbeing can be conceptualised as stemming 
from ongoing separation, indicated by the degree of relationality that a refugee 
experiences with what is important to them.  
The possibility that refugee wellbeing relates to the degree of opportunity that a 
resettlement country can provide for a refugee to reconsolidate (reunite) with what is 
important to them (e.g., culture, family, identity) - specifically by facilitating 
employment, family togetherness and English proficiency - has unique implications for 
the initiatives and interventions that can be applied. In contrast with the medical and 
psychosocial stress models of wellbeing, which both imply that psychological 
intervention to treat trauma and to increase coping skill is useful for promoting 
wellbeing in resettlement, a relational-responsive approach to wellbeing implies that 
intervention might instead focus on the transformation of contextual circumstances 
identified as impairing refugee ability to reconsolidate with their pre-migratory lives.  
Lending support to this suggestion is the observation that the participants in the present 
study who appeared to maintain the greatest connections to their pre-migration 
existence (i.e., Lay, Thiri and Htin), experienced the least distress and isolation over the 
first five years of resettlement. Lay, Thiri and Htin migrated to Australia as a family 
unit, were quickly embedded into their ethnic community (i.e., the Karen community), 
and, were able to use connections in the Karen community to support their engagement 
in educational and other meaningful activities.  
Implications of the research findings 
In this section I explore the implications of the present research findings for 
resettlement services – in particular psychological intervention - with resettling 
	  	  
251 
refugees. Before doing so, however, I must raise three important points of clarification. 
Firstly, it is important to emphasise that the recommendations that I offer in this section 
are in accord with those that were put forth by participants in the Time 3 Interviews. 
Secondly, it is important to emphasise that the possibilities for intervention that I offer 
in this chapter emerge from the present research findings, which pertained to a group of 
refugees from Burma undergoing resettlement in Brisbane, Australia. Thus, the 
recommendations may not apply to refugees from Burma undergoing resettlement in 
another region of Australia nor refugees from other countries. Thirdly, it is important to 
emphasise that the possibilities for intervention that I offer in this chapter were designed 
to assist refugees with the process of continuation (not adaptation or acculturation). 
Thus, they represent the three key indicators of wellbeing that emerged in the present 
research: That is: Family, Employment, and Education.  
In the previous section, I have suggested that the shift from hope to hopelessness 
that occurred over the first five years of resettlement for refugees in the present study 
could be tied to the existence of pre-migratory living difficulties that interfere with 
continuity and relationality. These difficulties were present for refugees early in 
resettlement and were not addressed over time despite the existence of resettlement 
services aimed at promoting integration and wellbeing in Australia. This finding has a 
clear implication. Maintaining relational and contextual connections over the course of 
long-term resettlement is important for maintaining and promoting wellbeing.  
Current resettlement services in Australia – including psychological intervention 
- appear to be focused on providing resources deemed necessary for refugees to adapt 
to, cope with, or integrate to, life in Australia. These services are particularly focused on 
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the first six months of resettlement in Australia. Indeed, refugees in Australia are only 
able to access some of these programs within their first six months of resettlement. 
However, the present study suggests that this form of service provision is not adequate 
for the wellbeing needs of resettling refugees. The present study indicates that it is the 
very nature of these services that may make it more difficult for refugees to maintain 
wellbeing in Australia because it is not only adaptation, coping or integration that 
supports wellbeing, but also the continuation of pre-migratory lives. Thus, service 
providers can go beyond reinforcing internal processes (e.g., coping, strength, 
resilience) and external processes (e.g., social support; teaching refugees to use 
electronic job seeking methods) that promote wellbeing. Services can provide a context 
of continuation, one that is aimed at enabling refugees to return to procedures, 
behaviours, identities, roles, family and community structures that are familiar to them.  
The creation of a resettlement context that facilitates continuation would require 
significant changes. At the core is the necessity for the Australian Government to adopt 
an attitude that is accepting of greater diversity in resettlement. Australia’s current 
policy of multiculturalism underlies policies and programs that are designed to 
encourage refugees to integrate to Australian life and culture, for example by learning 
English language skills through Western forms of education and by obtaining work 
through mainstream employment streams. This contrasts significantly with the 
promotion of continuation. Continuation of pre-migratory lives in Australia would 
mean:  
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1. encouraging and providing opportunities for refugees to work in Australia that 
are not predicated on English language skills nor on knowledge of or use of 
mainstream employment systems; 
2. encouraging and providing opportunities for refugees to live close to, interact 
with and socialise with members of their own community; and, 
3. designing and implementing training in English language skills that is (a)  
specifically focused on forms of learning that are compatible with the cultural 
background of refugees, and (b) focused on the specific needs of resettling 
refugees (e.g., speaking skills versus reading skills).  
Promoting the continuation of pre-migratory lives in Australia would also mean 
adding to the current provision of psychological intervention for resettling refugees in 
Australia. At present, resettling refugees are typically connected with psychological 
intervention when they demonstrate psychological or psychosocial difficulties. The 
facilitators of therapeutic interventions tend to be psychologists, counsellors or other 
forms of therapists, and intervention tends to focus on facilitating wellbeing by reducing 
the impact of trauma or by promoting adaptation (through coping & resilience training). 
For example, the Humanitarian Settlement Services (HSS) Program currently offers  
counselling to refugees who experience psychological or psychosocial difficulties 
associated with experiences of torture and trauma prior to arriving in Australia. This 
mainstream, Westernised approach places the responsibility for wellbeing solely in the 
domain of the individual refugee and promotes the simplistic view that there is a 
universal refugee experience of wellbeing that can be characterised by traumatization or 
resilience/coping (Papadopoulos, 2002). The present findings indicate that in addition to 
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implementing individualistic strategies for promoting wellbeing, psychologists (and 
other therapists) might also promote wellbeing amongst resettling refugees by 
implementing individual- and community-based strategies for promoting continuation.  
There is a theoretical approach that would support the need for aforementioned 
changes, thereby facilitating the creation of a resettlement context characterised by 
continuation. That approach is critical community psychology (Fox, Prilleltensky & 
Austin, 2008; Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010). Critical community psychology is not a 
sub-discipline of psychology as it may sound, but rather is a perspective of psychology 
that challenges many of mainstream7 psychology’s assumptions and practices (Fryer, 
2008). Critical community psychology offers more holistic psychological practices, 
when compared with traditional psychology, that promote, prevent and respond to 
issues through structural, political and individual changes (Hare-Mustin and Marecek, 
2008; Prilleltensky, 1994). These practices are focused on empowering people by 
giving them an active and equal role in their treatment (Prilleltensky & Nelson, 1997). 
Critical community psychology would provide a useful template for the design and 
development of resettlement services that promote the continuation of refugees pre-
migratory lives. This is because it would highlight the need for changes to individual 
interventions, as well as structural and political changes. 
  Critical community psychology approaches to interventions with refugees might 
look like therapeutic sessions that are focused less on promoting individual coping or on 
treating trauma, and more on putting into place contextual strategies like creating 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 By mainstream I meant the psychology that is endorsed by the Australian Psychological 
Society, American Psychological Association and British Psychological Society; taught most 
often in universities; and presented in most psychology textbooks and peer-reviewed journal 
articles.  
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pathways to participating in social networks and providing opportunities for volunteer 
work or employment. A more specific example is that a psychologist working with a 
client of refugee background might focus on strengthening that client’s connection to 
the client’s pre-migration community by encouraging the client to engage with other 
newly arrived refugees from the same cultural background in social, support or sporting 
groups. Or the facilitator might work with a client of refugee background to identify 
retail stores, websites and other modes for locating familiar foods, familiar clothing and 
so forth in Australia.  
Critical community psychology approaches to intervention with refugees might 
also look like community-based programs that are focused on strengthening connections 
amongst groups of refugees to their pre-migratory communities. These programs might 
serve to reinforce social relations, continuation of cultural practices, support 
mechanisms and employment networks. Resettlement agencies and not-for-profit 
groups might organise community-based initiatives that are run by refugees themselves 
and that focus on: (a) building linkages between refugees and their particular ethnic 
communities, (b) facilitating employment opportunities within communities; (c) 
promoting peer-mentoring opportunities for English tuition within communities; and (d) 
facilitating small business creation within communities; and (e) continuing cultural 
practices. These programs might take the form of community-based support groups, 
sporting groups, cooking groups, religious groups and so forth. Or, they may take the 
form of Urban Farming Schemes and other employment based initiatives.   
Finally, critical community psychology approaches to interventions with 
refugees might look like professional training and development programs that are 
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focused on educating case managers working for mainstream employment agencies or 
refugee resettlement agencies. These programs might serve to educate case managers as 
to how they might promote continuity in the context of resettlement. For example, in the 
context of a case manager working in a mainstream employment agency. A critical 
psychology intervention might involve instructing case managers to: (a) use alternative 
recruitment strategies such as recruiting within in the refugee community; (b) arrange 
supportive working environments where multiple refugees from the same ethic 
background are placed in the same location; (c) arrange employment contexts where 
employers agree to employee one refugee with English language skill who acts as an 
interpreter for other non-English speaking refugees.  
Critical community psychology approaches to structural and policy changes 
might involve changes to immigration, employment and education. Specifically, 
changes to immigration policy in Australia might result in policies that better reflect the 
form and function of refugee families and that are better able to assist refugees with 
continuing family life in Australia. This would more effectively promote the social 
context that best supports refugee wellbeing in resettlement. For example, the 
humanitarian resettlement program in Australia might be altered to better respect the 
right to family unity by supporting the unique configurations of refugee background 
families in resettlement and reunion. Specifically, Australia could: (a) Increase the age 
of dependency from less than 18 years to less than 25 years for resettlement and reunion 
purposes; (b) Permit refugee youth to propose their parents, or if they are without their 
parents then another person with whom they share a dependency relationship, for 
resettlement and reunion. Permit refugee adults to propose their spouse, or if they are 
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without their spouse then another person with whom they share a dependency 
relationship, for resettlement and reunion; (c) Recognise that non-blood relatives (e.g., 
orphaned children) can be integral members of the family by allowing resettlement and 
reunion with unrelated relatives if they are found to be dependent; and, (d) Recognise 
that dependent family members in refugee communities may include not only 
immediate family members, but extended relatives.  
The humanitarian resettlement program in Australia might also be altered so that 
it better respects the right to family unity by eliminating immigration policies that are 
discriminatory. For example, persons who are suffering from an illness may not be 
eligible for resettlement with their family unit or for reunion with family members in 
Australia if their health condition is deemed a significant cost to healthcare or 
community services. It is recommended that the Australian Government consider 
waiving the health requirement if a pre-existing illness does not present a health risk to 
the wider population.   
Furthermore, the Australian Government might make changes to better allow for 
the right to family unity by allowing for changes or discrepancies during processing and 
after resettlement. When assessing the age of an applicant for family reunion under the 
humanitarian program, the age of a refugee young person at the time that their proposer 
filed their application for a visa to Australia should be considered rather than the age at 
which the proposer filed the application for family reunion. Also, dependent family 
members left off of original visa applications should not be excluded from family 
reunification.   
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Changes to immigration policy in Australia to better reflect the backgrounds of 
resettling refugees and to better assist refugees with continuing their working life in 
Australia might also be of use. The Australian Government could show more respect for 
the right to work regardless of English proficiency by facilitating refugee access to 
employment within 60 days of arrival in Australia. Also, the Australian Government 
could facilitate, fund and coordinate with non-profit organizations to establish 
community enterprise opportunities such as refugee Urban Farming Schemes as found 
in the USA. These would not only promote health and economic independence for 
newly arrived refugees, but would also support the traditional role of elders as providers 
and teachers (including the teaching of English). Urban Farming Schemes would match 
the agricultural expertise of many of the refugees from rural backgrounds in Burma. 
Furthermore, it would enable refugees to practice English when selling produce at local 
markets contributing to the social and economic fabric of Australia.   
The Australian Government could also show further respect for refugees right to 
work regardless of English proficiency by providing employment opportunities that 
match refugee interests and prior skills, training and experience. Many of the refugees 
from urban backgrounds in Burma reported working in small business. The Australian 
Government could encourage, facilitate and support refugees to establish their own 
enterprises and businesses. Trainings, programs and support for community members 
who wish to start businesses could be provided within the first 60 days of arrival in 
Australia. Furthermore, improved access to skills assessment and bridging programmes 
would allow refugees to work in their area of skill and allow the Australian economy to 
make better use of its human resources.  
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 Finally, changes to education policy in Australia might also assist refugees with 
establishing English proficiency in Australia. For example, the Australian Government 
could respect the influence of cultural and educational background on the ability to 
acquire English. The Adult Migrant English Service (AMES), through which refugees 
in Australia are currently offered tuition in English, should be replaced with 
community-based education programs delivered by trained members of the refugee 
community. These education programs should not only be structured according to the 
traditional Western, didactic style of learning, but rather to conversational, interactive 
styles of learning. Furthermore, these education programs should be tailored according 
to refugees English needs. For example, according to whether refugees require basic 
conversational skills, professional level English language skills, and so forth. 
In addition, the Australian Government could respect the priority of resettling 
refugees to obtain employment over the acquisition of the English language. 
Community enterprise opportunities such as refugee Urban Farming Schemes or factory 
programs would enable refugees to learn English in a mode and setting consistent with 
their backgrounds. For example, refugees might learn English from mentors within their 
own community as they work their own plots of land. Or, refugees might learn English 
at weekly markets, where they would be forced to communicate with mainstream 
members of the Australian community in order to sell their produce. It is important to 
note that some of the ideologies presented here in terms of the implications of the study 
may be implicit in existing policy documents, however they are not being acted on. 
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Contribution of the research 
 In this section I summarise the contribution of the research. The present research 
was unique in a number of ways. An original contribution of the research was to explore 
wellbeing amongst people from refugee backgrounds as it evolved over the first five 
years of resettlement in Australia. This represented a shift from the majority of refugee 
investigations, which tend to be cross-sectional, and focused on the early phase of 
resettlement. Indeed, the present research represents the first long-term exploration of 
wellbeing in the context of resettlement that focuses on refugees from Burma. Another 
original contribution of the research was to apply a methodology that enabled 
participants to provide feedback on research findings, and to make suggestions for 
future interventions. This empowered participants. It also potentially resulted in 
research findings and recommendations that were participant-led, and therefore: (a) 
more representative of refugee experiences; (b) more likely to meet the aims of 
resettling refugees, and (c) more likely to move refugees from Burma toward positive 
social change in Australia.  
Another unique contribution of the present research is that it has indicated that 
the medical and psychosocial stress based constructions of refugee wellbeing, which 
currently dominate the psychological literature, might be expanded into a construction 
that is based in context and relationality. As the story of resettlement unfolded in the 
present research, it became clear that refugee wellbeing was a complex, changing and 
multifaceted phenomenon. Resettling refugees were not a purely vulnerable or resilient 
group; thus, they could not be dichotomously categorised as either ill or well at any 
point in time during what was approximately the first five years of resettlement. 
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Wellbeing did not improve or decrease linearly over the course of resettlement. Rather, 
wellbeing was an embodied experience that developed and existed though the 
participants’ relationship to the environment and to other people. Another way of 
expressing this is to say that the participants’ wellbeing occurred in the moment-to-
moment shaping of the relational spaces occurring between refugees and one another, 
between refugees and other people, and between refugees and everything occurring in 
their surroundings. Thus, resettling refugees did not acquire or maintain wellbeing in 
the present research because they had internal characteristics that promoted wellbeing; 
rather, resettling refugees were embedded in contexts that positively impacted upon 
their agency and ability to live well, and internal characteristics were not necessary to 
mediate this relationship.   
Participants’ in the present research aimed to establish a continuation (in 
contrast to adaptation) of their pre-migratory lives in Australia. Yet, over the course of 
resettlement, the environment placed constraints on their ability to achieve that aim. 
There were three key contextual influences on refugee wellbeing in the present study. 
These were: family, employment and education. In the present research family was the 
social influence fundamental to refugee wellbeing over long-term resettlement. 
Participants reported that Australian resettlement and reunification policies revolved 
around Western definitions of the family that did not recognise their own family 
formations and relationships as legitimate. This resulted in ongoing separation from 
family, which subsequently contributed to increasing isolation and distress over the 
course of long-term resettlement.  
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 In the present research employment was also a fundamental influence on 
refugee wellbeing over long-term resettlement. Despite their eagerness to participate in 
the Australian workforce, participants reported that they faced many barriers to 
employment in Australia. These included: English proficiency; lack of Australian work 
experience; lack of access to transport and affordable housing close to employment; 
lack of knowledge of Australian workplace systems and culture; discrimination; lack of 
targeted services to support employment transitions, and lack of qualifications. With the 
resettlement services that orient participants to workplace and jobseeker systems lasting 
only 6 months into resettlement in Australia, participants reported being powerless to 
negotiate the job market. Thus, the aforementioned barriers to unemployment remained 
well into long-term resettlement, resulting in dependency on financial benefits, social 
exclusion, poverty, and de-motivation, all of which contributed to increasing isolation 
and distress.   
In the present research lack of linguistic proficiency was the third primary 
influence on the wellbeing of people from refugee backgrounds. Participants reported 
that the quality of English education in Australia was insufficient for them to acquire 
proficiency in English, and therefore to progress towards further education or 
employment. Many disengaged with English classes before acquiring even basic 
English language skills and despite the fact that their lack of proficiency contributed to 
ongoing unemployment and social exclusion, resulting in increasing isolation and 
distress over the course of long-term resettlement.  
Thus, when it comes to considering alternative strategies for the maintenance 
and promotion of refugee wellbeing during long-term resettlement, the present research 
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strongly suggests that Australia’s refugee services would benefit from very specific 
changes aimed at promoting the continuation of refugee lives in Australia. By 
continuation I mean an ability to reconsolidate with what was important in one’s life 
before migrating to Australia. As was stated in the introduction of this dissertation, the 
take home message arising from the present research is that Australia’s refugee 
population are currently surviving in Australia, but with additional, more tailored 
support systems, they might find themselves thriving.  
Limitations of the research 
 In this section I consider the limitations of the present research. There are three 
limitations to the present research. Firstly, since the participants were not drawn at 
random (this constitutes a sampling limitation), since they were all refugees from 
Burma (this constitutes a geographical limitation), and since sample sizes were very 
small (this constitutes a sample size limitation), generalizations must be made with 
extreme caution. Indeed, it may even be difficult to apply the present findings to another 
group of refugees from Burma undergoing resettlement in Australia.  
Secondly, three participants dropped out of the research and it is important to 
ask whether they were different from those participants who remained with the research 
throughout the five years. Gender appeared to be the key difference between those who 
dropped out of the research and those who stayed in, given that all three people who 
dropped out of the research were women. Furthermore, all three women dropped out at 
the Time 3 Interview. Interestingly, all three women had mentioned impending life 
changes during their second interview: One woman was due to give birth to her first 
child; one woman was receiving medical care for a potentially terminal illness; and, one 
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woman had a husband who was becoming a prominent member of his ethnic 
community. The latter woman provided feedback to the researchers that she was opting 
out of the Time 3 Interview as a sign of respect for her husband’s position; however, the 
first two women could not be contacted at the time of the third interview. Thirdly, 
although the present study asked participants to talk about their lives at the time of the 
three interviews, participants were also asked to recall events about the past. This 
retrospective nature of the study is limiting because participants may have forgotten 
events, partially remembered or misplaced events in time. 
Despite these limitations, the key strength of the research is the ability to 
identify elements important in the long-term process of wellbeing. This information was 
used to make suggestions for policy and practice that may be more effective for 
promoting wellbeing than those that are currently in place. Thus, this information has 
the potential to be of great influence in the lives of resettling refugees.   
Future directions 
 In this section I ponder the implications of the present research findings for 
future research into the wellbeing of resettling refugees. The present research 
represented the first long-term exploration of refugee wellbeing amongst refugees from 
Burma. There is a clear need for further longitudinal investigations of wellbeing 
amongst people of a refugee background.  
The present findings indicate that the absence of psychiatric symptomatology 
and the presence of positive adaptation are not particularly useful measures of refugee 
wellbeing. Nor are the concepts of trauma, coping or resilience, which have emerged 
from the medical and psychosocial stress models, particularly helpful for understanding 
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the influences upon refugee wellbeing. Alternatively, the present findings indicate that a 
more useful unit of study for refugee wellbeing could be continuation or relationality. 
Future longitudinal investigations of refugee wellbeing could focus on exploring these 
concepts and the relational-responsive theory of refugee wellbeing. With its history of 
immigration and growing diversity, it is imperative that Australia continues to 
determine the best ways to ensure refugee wellbeing. Ongoing evaluation of existing 
services, and research that explores wellbeing over many years of resettlement will 
provide the evidence base necessary for implementing initiatives and interventions that 
succeed in maintaining and promoting wellbeing long-term. At that point, future 
research will also be required to evaluate the efficacy of those initiatives and 
interventions.  
Conclusion and summary  
In the introduction to this dissertation I suggested that existing resettlement 
services might not be meeting the wellbeing needs of resettling refugees. I presented the 
present research as a long-term examination of the process of wellbeing that would aim 
to reveal: (a) what influences wellbeing amongst a group of resettling refugees over the 
first five years of resettlement; (b) what services are useful to refugees and what 
services are not useful to refugees over that time; and, (c) what refugees themselves 
think can be done to make Australia’s resettlement services more effective. The 
research revealed that the people of refugee background who participated in the study 
arrived in Australia with great hope for their lives in resettlement, despite also 
experiencing some distress and isolation. Over time, refugees’ hope transformed into a 
sense of surviving, while experiences of distress and isolation increased in intensity and 
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quantity. By the fifth year of resettlement, refugees reported that they were just 
surviving in Australia, thus they wanted changes to be made to refugee policies and 
practices. Close inspection of the factors that influenced the process of wellbeing over 
the first five years of resettlement revealed that wellbeing was created in the space 
between refugees and their resettlement environment, and not internally as is typically 
suggested by medical and psychosocial stress models of wellbeing. This finding led to a 
number of recommendations that are grounded in a critical community psychology 
framework.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Demographic Information Form 
 
First Interview 
Date: 
Location: 
Interviewer: 
Interpreter: 
 
Second 
Interview Date: 
Location: 
Interviewer: 
Interpreter: 
 
General Information 
All questions contained in this questionnaire are strictly confidential. 
Name:  ¨  M    ¨  F DOB:  
Marital 
status:    
¨ Single     ¨ Partnered     ¨ Married     ¨ Separated     ¨ Divorced     ¨ Widowed 
Children:  ¨  Yes    ¨  No Number of Children:  
Address:  Phone Number:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
PERSONAL History 
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When did you 
arrive in 
Australia? 
 
When you first 
arrived in 
Australia were 
you separated 
from your spouse 
and/or children? 
¨  Yes     ¨  No 
Are you 
currently 
separated from 
your spouse 
and/or children? 
¨  Yes     ¨  No 
Are you 
separated from 
other key family 
members?  
¨  Yes    ¨  No If Yes, who? 
What level of 
education did 
you complete 
before coming to 
Australia? 
¨  None     ¨  Primary    ¨  Secondary   ¨  University   ¨  Trade  ¨  
Other___________________________________   
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Have you been 
studying since 
arriving in 
Australia?  
¨  None     ¨  Primary    ¨  Secondary   ¨  University   ¨  Trade   ¨  
Other___________________________________   
What was your 
occupation in 
your home 
country?  
 
Are you 
currently 
employed?  
 
English language 
skills when you 
arrived in 
Australia? 
¨  Fluent     ¨  Some difficulty    ¨  Great Difficulty   ¨ None  
English language 
skills now? 
¨  Fluent     ¨  Some difficulty    ¨  Great Difficulty   ¨ None 
What is your 
financial 
situation? 
¨  Savings     ¨  Working    ¨  Benefits   ¨ None 
What is your 
housing 
¨  Renting    ¨  Own   ¨  Homeless 
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situation?  
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Third Interview 
Date: 
Location: 
Interviewer: 
Interpreter: 
 
General Information 
All questions contained in this questionnaire are strictly confidential. 
Name:  ¨  M    ¨  F DOB:  
Marital 
status:    
¨ Single     ¨ Partnered     ¨ Married     ¨ Separated     ¨ Divorced     ¨ Widowed 
Children:  ¨  Yes    ¨  No Number of Children:  
Address:  Phone Number:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PERSONAL History 
 
When did you 
arrive in 
Australia? 
 
When you first 
arrived in 
Australia were 
you separated 
from your spouse 
¨  Yes     ¨  No 
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and/or children? 
Are you 
currently 
separated from 
your spouse 
and/or children? 
¨  Yes     ¨  No 
Are you 
separated from 
other key family 
members?  
¨  Yes    ¨  No If Yes, who? 
What level of 
education did 
you complete 
before coming to 
Australia? 
¨  None     ¨  Primary    ¨  Secondary   ¨  University   ¨  Trade  ¨  
Other___________________________________   
Have you been 
studying since 
arriving in 
Australia?  
¨  None     ¨  Primary    ¨  Secondary   ¨  University   ¨  Trade   ¨  
Other___________________________________   
What was your 
occupation in 
your home 
country?  
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Are you 
currently 
employed?  
 
English language 
skills when you 
arrived in 
Australia? 
¨  Fluent     ¨  Some difficulty    ¨  Great Difficulty   ¨ None  
English language 
skills now? 
¨  Fluent     ¨  Some difficulty    ¨  Great Difficulty   ¨ None 
What is your 
financial 
situation? 
¨  Savings     ¨  Working    ¨  Benefits   ¨ None 
What is your 
housing 
situation?  
¨  Renting    ¨  Own   ¨  Homeless 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 
 
A Longitudinal Study of Psychosocial Adjustment and Mental Well-being of Refugees 
 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 
 
Statement of Consent 
 
By signing below, I am indicating that I: 
 
• Agree to participate in the research; 
• Understand that my participation is voluntary and I am therefore free to 
withdraw from the research at any time; 
• Understand that I can withdraw my information by signing a Withdrawal of 
Consent to Use Information form within 4 weeks of this meeting; 
• Understand all my responses will have identifying information removed; 
• Understand that an interpreter may be present at research interviews if 
necessary; 
• Agree to audio recording my responses, and understand that audio recordings 
will be destroyed immediately after transcription; 
• Understand that my information taken during the course of the research will be 
used for the purpose of research only; 
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• Have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 
• Understand that if I have any questions about the research I can contact Ashley 
Heiner (0400-239-268) or Dr. Jane Shakespeare-Finch (07-3138-4931) 
• Understand I can contact the Research Ethics Officer on 3864 2340 or 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au with any concerns on the ethical conduct of the 
research. 
 
Name of Participant   
 ____________________________________________ 
 
 
Signature of Participant  
 ____________________________________________ 
 
 
Date      
 ____________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research! 
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Appendix C: Experience of Resettlement Feedback Form 
 
 
 
Factors that Helped Resettlement  
By contributing to Hope 
- Feeling safe and secure 
- Receiving housing and food upon arrival 
- Receiving some money from the government 
- Religious beliefs 
- Support from Case Workers 
- Support from friends, family, and other people from Burma living in Australia 
- Comparing the positives of life in Australia with the negatives of life in the 
camps, Burma or elsewhere 
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Factors that made Resettlement Difficult 
By contributing to Isolation 
- Not being able to find a job easily 
- Not being able to speak English 
- Being separated from friends and family who were overseas 
- Feeling isolated from Australian people 
 
By contributing to Distress 
- Financial difficulties and government support not being enough 
- Not being able to find a job easily 
- Not being able to speak English 
• Being separated from friends and family who were overseas 
• Feeling isolated from Australian people 
• Loneliness, sadness, homesickness 
• Difference in culture  
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Factors that Helped Resettlement 
By contributing to Surviving 
- Thinking positive thoughts, distracting oneself from negative thoughts, thinking 
about other people who have stayed strong in times of struggle, recognizing 
one’s inner ability to stay strong.  
- Comparing the positives of life in Australia with the negatives of life in the 
camps, Burma or elsewhere 
- Religious and philosophical beliefs 
- Support from friends, family, and other people from Burma living in Australia 
- Support from Australian people 
 
Factors that made Resettlement Difficult 
By contributing to Isolation 
- Being separated from friends and family living overseas 
- Not being able to find a job or only finding part-time work 
- Not being able to speak English or speaking only a little English 
- Not being able to study  
- Discrimination 
 
By contributing to Distress 
• Being separated from friends and family living overseas 
• Feelings isolated from friends, family or other people from Burma living in 
Australia 
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• Feeling isolated from Australian people 
• Financial difficulties and government support not being enough 
• Not being able to find a job or only finding part-time work 
• Not being able to speak English or speaking only a little English 
• Not being able to learn English despite attending classes 
• Not being able to study  
• Health problems 
• Discrimination 
• Loneliness, sadness, depression, anger, disappointment 
• Difference in culture and difficulty maintaining cultural practices 
• Limited ability to do meaningful and rewarding activities 
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Appendix D: Time One Interview Schedule 
 
The following interview protocol will be tailored to each participant, meaning that the 
interviewer will tap into issues that are most relevant for each participant.  
 
We are interested in learning about your experiences of living in Brisbane and which 
factors influenced this process. 
 
Opening question: Tell me about your experience in Brisbane and what has allowed you 
to live well? 
 
Probes 
1. How would you describe your life here in Australia? 
2. Are you participating in education, employment or training? How is it? 
3. What are you hoping to do in the future? 
4. Tell me about your family here? 
5. What about your other family members? 
6. How have you coped with the loss of people in your life? 
7. Have your received formal counseling or professional help (e.g., doctor) since 
your arrival in Australia? 
8. Did you receive social support? 
9. What are your beliefs about yourself (who you are)? 
10. What are your expectations about your future? 
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11. Do you still hope to return to your home country at some point in the future? 
12. How do you experience Australia in relation to home? 
13. How has coming to Australia impacted on your family life? 
14. What role have cultural traditions played in your experience of living in 
Brisbane? 
15. Please tell me about any difficulties you may have experienced? 
16. Do you feel at home in Australia? 
17. From where you stand, what do you think is important to people in Australia? 
Where do you stand in relation to that? How is it for you? 
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Appendix E: Time 2 Interview Schedule  
 
The following interview protocol will be tailored to each participant using information 
that they provided in their first interview. In this way, interviewers will be able to tap 
into issues that are most relevant for each participant.  
 
Hello ___________. Thank you for speaking with me today. The last time you met with 
one of my colleagues from QUT you spoke with them about the experiences you, your 
family and your community encountered in Burma, and about the experience you had 
coming to Australia through _________. Now that you have been here _____ years, I’d 
like to hear about how you are doing and about experiences you have had since living 
in Australia. I am interested in the things that have made settling here difficult and 
things that have helped. I am interested in what has enabled you to live well and what 
has not. Is that okay? 
 
Questions to explore experiences in Australia 
1. When you spoke to my colleague ______ years ago, you mentioned that 
________ was difficult and that _______ was a positive thing about adjusting to 
living in Australia. Is that the way it is now or have some things become easier 
or more difficult? 
2. Have you found some things hard to deal with since you have been in Australia? 
3. Is there anything that has been difficult because of the differences between 
Australia and Burma? What sorts of things? 
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4. What are some of the other challenges you have faced since moving to 
Australia? 
 
Questions to explore what has helped successfully adjust to living in Australia 
1. What sort of things have helped you to feel more comfortable in Australia? 
2. What sort of things have helped you get through _____ (the 
difficulties/challenges mentioned above)?  
3. Is ______________ (the difficulties/challenges mentioned above) still making it 
difficult for you to settle in Australia? 
4. Did any other things help you or make it harder for you to get through 
_______(challenges mentioned above)? 
5. Example of successfully adapting to a difficulty living in Australia? 
 
Questions to explore future 
1. Do you think your experiences have changed you in any way? If so, in what 
ways? 
2. What do you think are some future challenges your community will face? 
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Appendix F: Time 3 Interview Schedule  
 
Hello ___________. Thank you for speaking with me today. The last time we met we 
spoke about your experiences since moving to Australia. In particular, we focused on 
the things that made life in Australia difficult and the things that helped. In addition to 
speaking with you last year, I spoke with eleven other people who moved to Australia 
from Burma about their experiences. From those conversations I identified some themes 
that were common to everyone and that represented how people experienced 
resettlement overall. I also identified some common experiences that made life easier 
and common experiences that made life more difficult. Today I’d like to share these 
findings with you and hear whether they fit with your experience and your opinion of 
resettlement. I welcome you to disagree and/or offer ideas. I would especially like to 
hear your opinion of how government and nongovernment agencies in Australia can be 
of most use to refugees when they resettle in Australia. How does that sound? 
 
Lets begin by discussing the themes that I found. I have written them down here [Give 
the participant a handout that summarises research findings and proceed to present them 
verbally to the participant].    
 
Questions to elicit commentary following presentation of the findings:  
1. What do you think of these themes/what people have told me? 
2. How well do these themes fit with your experience, if at all? 
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3. What has your experience been like since the Time 2 Interview? What has made 
life be well for you or not well? 
4. What themes would describe your experience of resettlement? 
5. What do you think is missing from these themes or from this list of things that 
helped and things that didn’t help? 
6. How do you think people can stay healthy in their mind and body during 
resettlement?  
7. Do you think it is useful that Australia provides counsellors and psychologists? 
8. Do you think that wellbeing in resettlement is related more to what is inside a 
person or to their relationship with family and friends? 
9. How can government and nongovernment agencies be of most use for people 
who are resettling in Australia? What needs are not being met?  
10. How can we help people to maintain their hope? 
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Appendix H: Initial Thematic Map 
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Appendix I: Refined Thematic Map 
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Appendix J: Responding to suicidal ideation 
Time 2 interviews  
 During Time 2 Interviews two participants - Htoo and Lily - reported suicidal 
ideation. As a researcher who had developed a relationship with Htoo and Lily, as well 
as a psychologist with ethical responsibility, I felt a great deal of concern when I 
learned that these two participants were experiencing suicidal ideation. In both cases I 
performed a risk assessment either during or after the official component of the research 
interview before taking steps to provide additional support and/or action, where 
necessary, to ensure their safety.  
 With Htoo, I completed part of the risk assessment during our interview. Thus, I 
have included extracts of that risk assessment in the text boxes below. The remainder of 
the risk assessment was competed after the official component of the research interview 
was completed. Htoo had no history of suicide attempts, yet was experiencing a high 
frequency of suicidal ideation and had a clear plan, as can be seen in the following 
section of text. 
Htoo: I am going to die here.  
 
Interviewer: Is that your fear that you will die here or do you want to die here? 
 
Htoo: I want to die. If I don’t live anymore, it is better than, it is better than living.  
 
Interviewer: Do you think about ending your own life? 
 
Htoo: Yes, yes, to kill myself, the cars are running out there so I crash myself into 
the car or I will hang myself with this rope [interviewee indicates to a rope] 
 
Interviewer: How often do you think about doing that? 
 
Htoo: Yes I think about everyday. I don’t have job, no money, no family. 
Sometimes I eat; Sometimes I don’t eat.  	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Htoo lived alone, was separated from his family who remained overseas, and 
had few friends in Brisbane. Furthermore, he reported that he had recently received 
news that his wife’s visa application for Australia had been rejected and that he had lost 
all hope for a reunion with his family. 
 
Nevertheless, Htoo informed me that he had an interview scheduled with a lawyer in 
one week’s time to discuss future options for reunification. Furthermore, he asked me if 
I would be willing to write a letter to the Australian government to support a future 
application for reunification with his family. Thus, it appeared that he did retain some 
future plans and expectation for life in Australia.  
Taking the aforementioned information into consideration, I judged Htoo to be 
of medium risk of suicide. I obtained permission to take the rope that Htoo had 
indicated could be used to hang himself with me when I left his home. Furthermore, I 
explored the possibility of referring Htoo to a counselling service for people from 
refugee backgrounds (e.g., Harmony Place or The Queensland Program of Assistance to 
Survivors of Torture & Trauma). During our official research interview Htoo appeared 
reluctant to engage in Western style psychotherapy, stating that he would prefer 
Interviewer: Have you had other times in the past when you wanted to die and were 
you able to overcome those feelings?  
 
Htoo: In the past I didn’t think about that because what I know is that they are 
coming 
 
Interviewer: I see. You’ve always had hope to be reunited, but now you don’t.  
 
Htoo: Yes… I don’t have hope. Before, when I was interviewed, they said yes we 
would have chance to have reunion, but after my wife get interviewed, they rejected 
it, so there is no more. 
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practical assistance with getting his family to Australia (see the text box inserted 
below). In the discussion that ensued after the official component of the research 
interview, Htoo was more direct with me, stating that he did not wish to speak with a 
psychologist or counsellor. Thus, I did not refer him for counselling. Rather, I worked 
with Htoo to develop a safety plan. 
 
Htoo and I discussed coping strategies that he could use to help him when he felt 
urges to harm himself, including calling his family overseas, going for a walk, and 
praying. Together we made a contact list that included 24-hour emergency numbers, 
local support services in his area of residence, two people whom he knew from the 
refugee community, and my phone number. A plan was made for the interpreter and 
myself to visit Htoo once a week for a cup of tea and an informal check-in. We 
implemented this plan every week for one month, at which point Htoo stated that he 
was feeling less suicidal and we altered our informal check-ins to once a month for the 
following two months. 
Interviewer: You have told me that you feel very hopeless and want to die because 
of it. I can see that this is a very difficult time for you. There are some 
organizations that have counsellors for free, if I can help you to get a counsellor 
to speak to, would you be interested or willing to speak with them? 
 
Htoo: The counsellor only ask me are you okay, are you eating well, sleep well, 
everything good? They do not tell me what they will help me, with family. 
 
Interviewer: Hmmm, I see, you don’t want help with your feelings, you want 
practical help? 
 
Htoo: Yes 	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In addition to the safety plan, the interpreter for this project, who worked in a 
refugee resettlement agency, spoke with his colleagues in an attempt to identify 
potential contacts for Htoo from the Rohingyan community. This was successful in that 
Htoo was linked with additional support. Two months after the second interview Htoo 
reported that he was spending some more time with other refugees from Burma and 
feeling renewed hope his life in Australia would improve.  
With Lily, I completed a risk assessment following the official component of the 
research interview. Lily had no history of suicide attempts and did not have a plan. Her 
suicidal ideation commenced after the death of her husband, which occurred one year 
prior to the second research interview. Lily had little social support and she reported 
that all of her hope for life in Australia had expired with the death of her husband. 
Nevertheless, Lily reported that her strong religious beliefs and her children prevented 
her from following through on her suicidal thoughts. Lily had a number of coping 
strategies that she utilised when feeling suicidal. These included: watching religious 
DVDs, praying, calling friends who lived overseas on Skype, and cooking for her 
children. Therefore, I considered Lily to be of low risk of suicide. 
Lily was engaged with a counsellor from QPASST and was attending fortnightly 
appointments. She reported that talking about her feelings made her feel better, but that 
what she really wanted was practical assistance with day-to-day living and increased 
social interaction. When asked what would be helpful for her, she requested that the 
interpreter and myself assist her with reading and responding to letters in English. Lily 
was given our phone numbers and a plan was made to assist her as required. On two 
occasions the interpreter and myself read and assisted Lily with responding to letters.   
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Time 3 interviews  
 During Time 2 Interviews three participants – Htoo, Lily and Taw - reported 
suicidal ideation. In all cases, I subsequently performed a risk assessment in line with 
my training as a psychologist. With Htoo, I completed the risk assessment during the 
official component of the interview. I have included extracts of that risk assessment in 
the text boxes below. Htoo reported that he was experiencing a high frequency of 
suicidal ideation. However, unlike the second time that he was interviewed, he denied 
having a clear plan. He had no history of suicide attempts, had social support from 
friends, and reported that he did not act on his suicidal ideation because his wife would 
not like it if he did.  
 
Interviewer: How often do you think about killing yourself?  
 
Htoo: Everyday I think about this 
 
Interviewer: Do you have a plan? 
 
Htoo: No 
 
Interviewer: Have you thought about a specific date to end your life?   
 
Htoo: No, I have not. I have not made a decision to do so.  
 
Interviewer: How do you think your wife would feel if you made the decision to 
kill yourself? 
 
Htoo: She would not like me to kill myself, so I only think about it many time.  
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Taking the above information into account, I judged Htoo to be of a low-
medium risk of suicide. Htoo declined my attempts to link him with a counselling 
service for people of refugee backgrounds, stating that he did not understand the point 
of counselling, even after I described the counselling process to him and offered some 
possible ways in which it might help him. We reviewed the safety plan that had been 
devised after the second interview and arranged for it to be enacted if and when 
necessary.  
 With Lily, I completed a risk assessment during the official component of the 
research interview. I have included extracts of that risk assessment in the text boxes 
below. Lily reported that she was experiencing suicidal ideation to a lesser degree than 
she reported during the second interview. She did not have a clear plan, had no history 
of suicide attempts, received social support from friends, and continued to utilise coping 
strategies such as prayer and talking to friends. Furthermore, Lily reported that she had 
recently started studying, which gave her some sense of meaning and hope for the 
future. Therefore, I considered Lily to be of low risk of suicide. 
 
With Taw, I completed a risk assessment during the official component of the 
research interview. I have included extracts of that risk assessment in the text boxes 
Lily: I would like to end my life. 
 
Interviewer: What keeps you going? 
 
Lily: My children have only me and so I think about what would be their life 
without my guidance, support. I am now studying English, which I was not before 
so I still hope I can learn and things get better.    	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below. Taw was experiencing suicidal ideation of a medium frequency; he had no 
history of suicide attempts; and, he had no plan.  
 
  
Taw did not have strong social support in Brisbane. Nevertheless, Taw had a daughter 
and grandchild in Brisbane who he frequently took care of. Indeed, Taw reported that 
his children and grandchild prevented him from following through on suicidal thoughts. 
Taw: Sometimes, I think of ending my life. 
 
Interviewer: How often do you think about ending your life? 
 
Taw: Uhhhh, many time.  
 
Interviewer: Every day? 
 
Taw: Some days, not every day.  
 
Interviewer: Can you give me a clearer idea of what some days means. Is it 
every two or three days? Is it two days a week? Is it once day a week? 
 
Taw: Yes, every two or three days 	  
Interviewer: Do the thoughts of harming yourself last a short time, say 5, 10 
minutes, a medium time 30 mins to an hour, or a long time such as hours? 
 
Taw: Just think and stop thinking about it. A few minutes.  
 
Interviewer: And, have you thought about how you would end your life? 
 
Taw: No 
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Taw had a few coping strategies that he utilised when he was experiencing 
suicidal ideation, including going shopping or going for a walk. Taking all of the above 
information into consideration, I judged Taw to be of low risk for suicide. I attempted to 
connect him with a counsellor or psychologist, but Taw informed me that he did not 
wish to speak with a psychologist about his situation. Rather, he wanted practical 
assistance with a health condition and with finding employment. Together Taw and I 
made a list of contact numbers that included 24-hour emergency numbers, local support 
services is Taw’s area of residence, his family, and my phone number. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interviewer: Hmm, What has stopped you so far from ending your life? 
 
Taw: I have responsibility to my grandson [participant indicates to grandson 
on the ground] and my daughters. I have to force myself to keep going, to look 
around, to walk around and notice things I have never noticed.  
 
Interviewer: Hmmm, this sounds like you focus on the present moment and try 
to be accepting of your situation.  
 
Taw: Yes, I just try to focus. I am very unlucky. This is how I see myself. This 
is what I accept. 	  
